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Abstract

The number of young people turning out to 
vote is declining in Western democracies 
(Sheerin, 2007; Donald, 2010). This issue is 
symptomatic of the growing gap between 
traditional political systems and the 21st 
century citizen. However, the emergence 
of internet technology makes large-scale 
participation easier, which presents an op-
portunity to change citizens’ relationship 
with government (Tapscott in Gormley, 
2009). This research applies design pro-
cesses to the way young people engage with 
candidates in elections. It suggests that an 
online platform can be an effective piece 
of infrastructure for alternative political 
participation. 

Ask Away is an open source question and 
answer web application for people to ask 
questions, vote for the ones they want an-
swered and then compare responses from 
political candidates. Through participating 
on Ask Away, citizens are able to engage 
candidates in direct dialogue, shape discus-
sions and set agendas.

Human-centred, collaborative design think-
ing and making were used to develop the 
platform, which was used by 22,000 New 
Zealanders in the period leading up to the 
2014 New Zealand General Election. 

Learning through doing was core to this re-
search. By designing, creating and releasing 
a working prototype, this thesis not only 
makes a proposition, but demonstrates the 
impact initiatives like this can have on civic 
participation. 
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Figure 1: Ask Away Beta in 2013 — Mayoral Elections. 

Figure 2: Ask Away homepage in 2014.
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Introduction

Figure 3: Electoral Commission. 2014. New Zealand General Election 

Turnout by voting age population 1981-2011. Graph. 

The Ask Away platform was ϐirst designed, 
prototyped and used in the Wellington May-
oral election in 2013, as my BDes Honours 
major project in Visual Communication De-
sign. This next iteration involved expanding 
the scope of the platform to a nation-wide, 
youth focussed tool for voter motivation — 
a goal broader in scope but more targeted 
in audience.

Voter turnout as a percentage of eligible 
population rose by 3% in 2014, halting a 
trend that would have seen it dropping 
another 5% (New Zealand Electoral Com-
mission, 2015). According to Professor 
Jack Vowles of Victoria University, turn-
out among 18-29 year olds rose by 5-8%. 
Vowles suggested the increase may be due 
to increased activity encouraging turn-
out, from both parties and “other groups, 
particularly youth groups” (Blake-Kelly & 
Whelan, 2015, para. 7). 

Although it is impossible to prove a 
causal relationship between the Ask Away 
initiative and overall turnout, the high level 
of engagement it received is a positive sign. 
There were more than 1000 questions and 
1000 answers exchanged on the platform, 
with hundreds of comments and 16,000 
votes cast across the questions. 

Declining youth voter turnout
Voter turnout has declined in New Zealand 
in almost every general election since 1984 
(Figure 3). This trend is observable in most 
Western democracies, and worldwide it is 
young people who are consistently under-
represented at the polls (Sheerin, 2007; 
Donald, 2010). According to the Statistics 
New Zealand General Social Survey, 42% 
of 18-24 year olds did not vote in the 2011 

General Election, compared to a national 
average of 20% (2014). 

Youth are the focus of this thesis, but there 
are other groups who are over-represented 
in non-voting statistics. These groups 
include recent migrants, M¢ori and Pasiϐika 
peoples, and those who are unemployed 
or on low incomes. The latter group in 
particular has a large crossover with youth 
(Statistics NZ, 2014; Fitzgerald, Stevenson 
& Tapiata, 2007). 

If non-voters were spread evenly across the 
population, it would make little difference 
how many people voted, so long as propor-
tionally, everyone was accurately repre-
sented in the result. However, alongside the 
trend of youth non-voting has come a self-
reinforcing ‘cycle of mutual neglect’ (Shea & 
Green, 2007, p. 167). Because they believe 
young people are not interested, political 
parties rarely pitch policies or mobilisation 
campaigns at youth. As a result, youth do 
not pay attention to political parties and 
messages. This means that when policy 
platforms are decided, the needs and pref-
erences of young people risk being left out.
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Figure 4. The Knight Foundation. 2013a. Mapping the Civic Technology 

Landscape. Interactive web visualisation.

Civic technology
As democracy faces the challenge of youth 
non-voting, it is also presented with oppor-
tunities. The tools of the internet mean that 
for the ϐirst time gathering opinions and 
sharing information is not prohibited by 
ϐinancial cost and this enables new forms 
of political participation (Breuer & Farooq, 
2012). The relationship between technol-
ogy and democracy is quickly evolving, 
and this project can be situated within this 
dynamic space. 

Along with many others internationally, the 
New Zealand public sector has been work-
ing towards digital transformation. This ef-
fort focuses on not only delivering services 
digitally, but designing them around the 
needs of users. The Department of Internal 
Affairs’ Result 10 Blueprint (2014), a road-
map for change in service delivery across 
government, recognises the importance of 
design thinking and human-centred meth-
ods to effect these changes. 

While this transformation is underway 
within many government agencies, it has 
not yet made its way into the democratic 
process. However, the role of digital and 
particularly social media in political cam-
paigns, has been growing rapidly (Loader & 
Mercea, 2012). Political parties in New Zea-
land now commonly use Facebook, Twitter 
and YouTube, as well as party and candi-
date websites, as channels for political com-
munication. These platforms are forms of 
social media, which is deϐined as “various 
user-driven (inbound marketing) channels. 
These channels represent a stark differ-
ence from the advertiser-driven (outbound 
marketing) push model” (Burgess cited in 
Cohen, 2011, para. 8).

The growing use of social media sets an 
expectation for candidates to be engaging 
online. Some parties have moved beyond 
simply using social media as another chan-
nel for spreading their messages, and have 
used the web to facilitate policy discussion 
and decentralised campaign organisation. 
For example, the newly formed Internet 
Party used an open source platform, Loom-
io, to allow users to collaboratively create 
its policy platform for the 2014 election 
(Internet Party, 2014). 

Alongside these changes within govern-
ment and political parties, there is a de-
veloping movement of initiatives loosely 
termed ‘civic tech’. As illustrated in the map 
of the civic tech landscape below it is a 
term that covers a large range of activities, 
including ‘facilitating civic engagement’ un-
der voting. Civic tech has been described as 
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“technology that spurs citizen engagement, 
improves cities and makes governments 
more effective” by the Knight Foundation, 
which funds civic projects in the United 
States (Knight Foundation, 2013b, para. 1).  

Linked to civic tech is the Open Source 
movement. Open source software is “soft-
ware that can be freely used, changed, and 
shared (in modiϐied or unmodiϐied form) 
by anyone” (Open Source Initiative, n.d., 
para.1). It offers cost-cutting and time-
saving advantages technically, and also 
contains some entrenched philosophical 
principles. One of these is that technol-
ogy can be an enabler for participation at 
every level. Open source’s focus on open 
participation and transparency resonate 
closely with the objectives of civic tech. For 
this as well as practical reasons many civic 
tech projects develop their platforms under 
open source licences, as did this project. 
This licence means that others could use 
the code and host their own Ask Away 
platform. They could modify or add to the 
platform, and those improvements could be 
fed back into use in New Zealand.

Around open source and civic tech pro-
jects exist communities of self-described 
‘civic hackers’. According to a community 
member, “Civic hacking is people work-
ing together quickly and creatively to help 
improve government” (Levitas, 2013). 
‘Quickly’ recognises that while the public 
sector are often working on long term, high 
level strategies to address problems; there 
can be a lot of value to be had from light-
weight, ϐlexible solutions largely built by 
volunteers.  These people are mostly web 
developers, but increasingly include de-
signers, public servants and subject matter 
experts. In the case of this project, ϐifteen 

web developers contributed code, some 
remotely, during a series of group sessions 
in evenings or on weekends. 

Together these movements set the context 
for this project. Participation and openness 
are common themes in the activity emerg-
ing in the space between technology and 
civic engagement. It is fertile ground for 
solutions that enable people to take part by 
putting them at the centre. While the public 
sector is introducing a human-centred ap-
proach and civic technology projects aim to 
enable citizen participation, there is a gap 
for citizen-led projects that employ human-
centred design. In particular, this approach 
has not been studied in the ϐield of voter 
participation (beyond voting systems 
design), in New Zealand or internationally. 
This research therefore explores both the 
potential impact of design in the ϐield of 
voter participation, and also the application 
of human-centred design in the realm of 
civic technology.

Internet

Civic 
engagement

Design

Figure 5. Contextual lenses.
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Paradigms

Because a change from political disengage-
ment to active participation is the underly-
ing goal of this research, it sits within the 
paradigm of Transformational Design. This 
is a mode of design that addresses complex 
social and economic problems and “asks 
designers to shape behaviour – of people, 
systems and organisations – as well as form” 
(Burns, Cottam, Vanstone & Winhall, 2006, p. 
21). This deϐinition comes from 2006 paper 
by the Research and Development (RED) 
team at the UK Design Council. It has its 
roots in Pine and Gilmore’s (1999) descrip-
tion of transformational offerings as the next 
stage of economic progression. In this work, 
change within the individual (such as weight 
loss or an increase in ϐitness) is the deliver-
able. Working across disciplines, the role of 
the transformational designer “is less the 
sole author of ideas, and more the facilitator 
of others’ ideas” (Burns et al., 2006, p. 26). 

A closely connected paradigm is human-cen-
tred design. Human-centred design (HCD) 
considers the end user of a product or ser-
vice to be central to the design process. HCD 
stresses the value of collaboration between 
diverse perspectives and a holistic, iterative 
and multidisciplinary approach to creating 
solutions (IDEO, 2013). A fundamental shift in 
human-centred design is the change in focus 
from ‘Master Designer’ to ‘Expert User’, the 
acknowledgement that people have the best 
knowledge about their own situations (Burns 
et al., 2006, p.6, p.10). This shift echoes 
Transformational Design’s positioning of the 
designer as facilitator rather than expert. 

Research question:

To what extent could an 

online platform increase 

youth voter engagement 

and participation in the 

2014 General Election? 

More speciϐically, can Ask Away, an interac-
tive web platform originally designed and 
prototyped to facilitate participation and 
two-way dialogue between young voters 
and candidates leading up to the 2013 Wel-
lington Local Body elections, be extended to 
a national election campaign environment? 
What can be achieved with a broader scope 
and limited time frame? How can this dif-
ferentiate from the work of others working 
in this space, for example Ask Them, Our-
Say, On the Fence and Reddit (see Appendix 
One). What techniques can be used to fa-
cilitate youth voter engagement online and 
does this lead to more young people voting?

Secondly, what role can 

design play in citizen-

initiated civic engage-

ment projects? 

What does a design led civic technology 
project look like and how can a human-cen-
tred approach facilitate collaboration?
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Processes

Figure 7. IDEO. 2009. The HCD process. Diagram.

Figure 6. Design Council. 2005. The design process. Diagram.

This project draws on three processes that 
can be utilised to resolve a research ques-
tion by placing the user at the centre and 
working iteratively:

(i) Design thinking:  
As described by Bailey (2014) design think-
ing codiϐies the design process in a way that 
communicates with non-designers as well 
as designers, for example within business 
schools. The design thinking process starts 
with time spent understanding the needs of 
users, followed by deϐinition of the prob-
lem or goals. Initial research has a broad 
scope, then is reϐined into speciϐic insights 
or a problem statement. From this deϐined 
point, designers ‘go wide’ again, generating 
diverse ideas before again narrowing focus 
to a speciϐic solution. Concepts are then 
quickly prototyped and tested and further 
developed. Whatever scope or situation 
the design process is occurring within, 
these rhythms of divergent and convergent 
thinking consistently emerge, a pattern de-
scribed by the Design Council as the ‘double 
diamond’ (2005). 

(ii) User experience design: 
User experience design is a speciϐically 
technology-focused process “concerned

with all the elements that together make up 
that interface, including layout, visual de-
sign, text, brand, sound, and interaction. UE 
[UX] works to coordinate these elements 
to allow for the best possible interaction 
by users” (User Experience Professionals 
Association, n.d.). It draws from the ϐields of 
cognitive science and behavioural psychol-
ogy to explain user behaviour and maxim-
ise ease of use (UXPA, n.d.). 
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Collaborations

For design to be transformation-

al, it cannot be done alone. This 

was very much a team project, 

supported by:

Massey University: As part of the Master 
of Design programme, the project received 
guidance and support from my supervi-
sors, Karl Kane and Claire Robinson, as 
well as the postgraduate co-ordinator 
Julieanna Preston. This context provided 
a studio space, shared with other Masters 
candidates, and allowed me to co-locate 
with the technical lead, as well as spaces to 
meet with external stakeholders. Massey 
University also funded the project through 
its strategic innovation fund, which enabled 
the professional web development of the 
platform, and marketing funds.

The New Zealand Electoral Commission 
supported this research by awarding a Suf-
frage Scholarship, which covered my course 
fees. They also provided advice about elec-

User-centred design is a subset of human-
centred design often used for UX. Unlike 
HCD, it is limited in scope to ‘end users’ 
rather than stakeholders and collaborators 
(Di Russo, 2012). User engagement is a 
facet of UX deϐined by cognitive scientist 
Mounia Lalmas from Yahoo Labs as “the 
emotional, cognitive and behavioural con-
nection that exists… between a user and a 
technological resource” (2013, Slide 9). This 
thesis takes particular interest in this con-
nection and it’s potential impact on political 
engagement.

(iii)  Agile Development: 
This is an approach to project manage-
ment of software development. While it 
comes from different origins, it has much 
in common with the design methodolo-
gies outlined above. Agile is based around 
short cyclical iterations, building from a 
minimum viable product outwards. Each 
development task is based on an identiϐied 
user need, which are prioritised and regu-
larly revisited. The whole team reϐlects on 
progress and communication between the 
developers and product owner (see below) 
happens regularly. This approach means 
that as new user needs arise or others be-
come obsolete features can be incorporated 
or discarded as required. (Szalvay, n.d.). 

In Agile development, the Product Owner 
is responsible for communicating the vi-
sion of the project to the team. The role 
also includes “working closely with key 
stakeholders throughout the organization 
and beyond, so he or she must be able to 
communicate different messages to differ-
ent people about the project at any given 
time” (Mountain Goat Software, n.d.). The 
similarities of this role to the ‘designer as 

facilitator’ role make them compatible, and 
I would argue that 
combining them gave this project addition-
al strength.

As its mission was participation, the co-
creative, collaborative aspect common 
to all of these approaches was critical to 
the project. This theme ran through the 
design research, the choice to develop as 
open source software, the marketing and 
communications and the public use of the 
platform. 
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toral law and, while they could not ofϐicially 
endorse the project, promoted it through 
their social media channels.

Jonathan Lemmon, who was initially hired 
as the Technical Lead for the project, but 
shifted into a User Experience, User Inter-
face designer’s role as we worked. He has a 
background in civic technology, having co-
founded the collaborative decision making 
platform Loomio. Jon contributed technical 
project management expertise as well as 
design input, and a large part of the pro-
gramming itself.

Enspiral: A collection of individuals and 
businesses who are working in social 
enterprise. They use business models that 
prioritise environmental and social impacts 
alongside ϐinancial gain. The project re-
ceived a lot of advice and support through 
the Enspiral network, including software 
quotes, open source legal advice, commu-
nications strategy, general idea sharing and 
contacts. The initial prototype of the plat-
form, built in 2013, was developed entirely 
by volunteer web developers associated 
with Enspiral, including Jon Lemmon.

The Design & Democracy Project: a stra-
tegic research unit within Massey’s School 
of Design which aims to “enhance conver-
sation and participation on social issues 
through design (n.d.). Led by Karl Kane, it 
was under the umbrella of the D&D project 
that Ask Away was funded. The unit was 
situated within OpenLab, a design studio 
within Massey’s College of Creative Arts. 
This relationship meant that the budget 
and contracts were professionally man-
aged, as well as providing access to senior 
designers for critique.

Figure 8. Developers at a ‘hack night’ (coding session).

On the Fence: The other project within the 
D&D unit, On the Fence was led by Kieran 
Stowers. (See Appendix One). As well as 
support, critique and idea sharing between 
the projects, On the Fence linked to Ask 
Away as a means for further exploration of 
issues, which directed a signiϐicant amount 
of trafϐic to the site. 

Code for New Zealand: a recently es-
tablished collective of developers led by 
Rowan Crawford. Through sessions run on 
weekends and evenings CFNZ developers 
built features into the application, supple-
menting the scope of what could be built 
within the budget and timeframe.

Virgin Voter Collective: This was a cam-
paign initiated by entrepreneur Derek 
Handley and led by Hannah Duder, who 
created her own youth engagement appli-
cation, CandiDate. The VVC included other 
youth efforts RockEnrol, Generation Zero’s 
Stand Up and On the Fence. The idea was to 
provide an umbrella campaign and website 
for cross promotion and media purposes.
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Political party communications staff and 
candidates: eighty political candidates 
and organisational staff contributed to 
the project by coordinating and answer-
ing questions on the site. More than just 
another group of users, the political parties 
were important stakeholders, as the project 
depended on their participation.

Radio New Zealand contracted the team to 
embed the Ask Away feed into their website, 
and into their youth focussed web plat-
form, The Wireless. As well as being part 
of their online coverage, RNZ were able to 
report on the parties’ answers on air, and 
have a source of content which was differ-
ent to their competitors and which gave 
their users a chance to participate. They 
were pleased at the opportunity to connect 
on air with digital interactive content. Ask 
Away was covered on the Insight, Morn-
ing Report, Nine to Noon, and Mediawatch 
programmes. See Appendix Two for a list of 
the full media coverage.

My role was to ϐit these elements together, 
to deϐine and communicate the purpose 
and vision for the project, and then identify 
who could contribute to it. With diverse 
groups of people involved, I needed to be 
aware of all of their needs and motivations, 
and balance and shape the project accord-
ingly. Communication, visual or otherwise, 
was integral to this.

The next section describes the process 
I undertook to realise this project. I dis-
cuss the academic and user research, 
the design outputs, interface design 
and algorithm, the involvement of polit-
ical parties, the social media campaign 
and the broader communications plan.

Process meets practice

Gathering
This stage involved gathering material from 

many sources, focusing on three strands of 

inquiry: user research, user experience design 

and political science.

Sense-making
The material was made sense of through various 

methods which helped establish relationships,  

themes and gaps.

Connecting
At this point connections could be drawn 

between information which had come from dif-

Synthesis
The research was synthesised into three strate-

gic aims: reach, inform and engage. For exam-

ple, theory about web design for ease of under-

standing was aligned with the goal of ‘inform’.

Creating
From these goals the design outputs were cre-

some or all of the three aims.

Response
The response once the platform was public then 

began to feed back in information from users 

and commentary from media.

Re ection
The site was evaluated against the three strat-

geic aims. Opportunities for the future have 

arisen.
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Practice: Understanding the problem

The ϐirst stage of the design thinking 
process as deϐined by IDEO, a consultancy 
that specialises in human-centred design, 
is ‘hear’. It involves understanding the 
problem from different angles and gaining 
empathy for those involved before think-
ing about solutions (IDEO, 2009). When 
the Masters programme began in February, 
I felt some tension entering the ϐirst stage 
of the design process with some existing 
parameters around what would be pro-
duced. The two main differences to the 
existing platform were that this iteration 
was speciϐically to encourage turnout, and 
that it was to be aimed at 18-24 year olds. I 
deliberately ignored my intended ‘solution’ 
in my early research to gain understanding 
for my target audience, in line with HCD 
process.

Voter Motivation Theories
Expert opinions and prior research form 
one aspect of understanding the situation, 
and complement direct user research (IDEO 
& Acumen, 2013). I began my research by 
looking at what was already known about 
the problem.

In 2008, qualitative research conducted by 
the Electoral Commission found that for 
many young non-voters the elections “were 
not on my wavelength” (Dinsdale, n.d., para. 
10). This suggests that what information 
was around was failing to engage, in both 
perceived relevance and in where it was 
appearing. In the subsequent Electoral 
Commission survey of the 2011 election, 
the most common reason given by youth 
for non voting was ‘couldn’t work out who 
to vote for’. When combined with ‘did not 
know the candidates’ and ‘did not know 

enough about the policies’, this lack of 
information makes up 24% of non-voters 
(Colmar Brunton, 2012). The 2012 General 
Social Survey paints a slightly different 
picture: “21 percent of non-voters said they 
did not vote in the 2011 General Election 
because they ‘didn’t get round to it, forgot 
or were not interested’ to vote” (Statis-
tics NZ, para. 8). This suggests that while 
supplying information is important, any 
interventions need to go further to create 
interest and engagement in youth.

Theories from the ϐield of political science 
offer multiple explanations for non-voting. 
“One strong predictor of levels of participa-
tion is ef icacy, which refers to an individu-
al’s perception of their ability to know what 
is going on, be heard and make a difference 
politically” (Catt, 2005, p. 1). Catt, a former 
New Zealand Chief Executive of the Elec-
toral Commission, distinguishes between 
internal and external efϐicacy. Internal ef-
ϐicacy is connected to how interesting and 
relevant people ϐind politics, and external 
efϐicacy relates to trust in government and 
the responsiveness of politicians and politi-
cal systems (Catt, 2005). 

The concept of efϐicacy reveals several 
points at which interventions could be 
aimed to increase participation, and it 
underpinned the strategies which framed 
the design output. Facilitating dialogue 
between people and politicians creates 
opportunities for people to experience 
political participation on their own terms; 
which could increase relevance and build 
conϐidence in their ability to be heard.  In 
addition, it reinforces a sense of external ef-
ϐicacy by demonstrating the responsiveness 
of the candidates through their answers.
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Trust

Knowledge Participation

Figure 9. Vaishnav and Ferreira’s facet’s of Political 

Engagement. 2011. 

An associated concept is political engage-
ment, which includes the three facets of 
political trust, political knowledge and po-
litical participation (Vaishnav and Ferreira, 
2011). Another is mobilisation theory. The 
key proponents of this theory, Rosenstone 
and Hansen, argue that “people participate 
in electoral politics because someone en-
courages them to take part” (1993, p. 161). 
This theory draws the connection between 
falling party memberships and turnout 
decline (Sheerin, 2007, p. 19). Without 
grassroots mobilisation of members, people 
are not invited to join in. While this mo-
bilisation role was previously played by 
political parties, there is an argument that 
this would be an appropriate role for non-
partisan third parties to play, whether that 
be electoral authorities, non-government-
organisations or academic institutions. 

Social norms are a related concept, where 
pressure is created by society to vote. 
Swedish research showed that “people are 
strongly inϐluenced by a social norm say-
ing that it is an obligation to vote”, and are 
more likely to vote when messages suggest 
turnout will be high — ‘everyone else is 
doing it so you should too’ (Carlsson and 
Johansson-Stenman, 2009, p.1). It follows 
that prior to Election Day, making political 
engagement by youth more visible to their 
peers would reinforce this social norm.

Most systems of government were de-
veloped in the 19th Century. Since then 
there have been radical improvements in 
information and communication technolo-
gies and uses that may have rendered the 
traditional Westminster system out of date. 
A post-materialist critique of traditional 
political institutions suggests that citizens 

have found alternative ways to participate 
that better reϐlect their values and con-
cerns, reϐlected in rising levels of people en-
gaging in activities such as product boycotts 
or demonstrations (Sheerin, 2007). The 
rise in online activism, or ‘clicktivism’, as 
part of these alternative forms of participa-
tion demonstrates there is an opportunity 
for digital interventions in the democratic 
realm.

User research
Alongside academic research, primary 
research was conducted with target us-
ers to uncover insights and gain empathy. 
Eleven workshop style interviews were 
conducted which included one or all of the 
following three exercises. Peers in Welling-
ton were asked to take part since they were 
within the target age group, and three more 
interviews were conducted in Lower Hutt 
to widen the diversity of the sample. For a 
table of participant demographics, see Ap-
pendix Five. 
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More 
interested

Less
interested

6 months 
before

2 weeks
before

3 days
before

On the 
day

Election 
night

2 weeks 
after

Figure 10. Summary of user timelines approaching 
the election. Each colour represents a individual, each 
emoticon shows how they were feeling at that point 
in time.

Timelines 
The main part of the user research com-
prised of a set of timelines created by 
participants during individual or pair work-
shops (Appendix Three). These mapped 
their thoughts, feelings and actions leading 
up to an election. In their work on genera-
tive design, Stappers and Saunders propose 
that research activities where participants 
create artefacts can help uncover tacit and 
latent knowledge (2013). This exercise also 
provided insight into the language used, the 
attitudes and behaviours of youth around 
elections.

From these eight timelines, four themes 
emerged. These were uncovered by review-
ing notes and recordings of the workshops, 
and clumping comments into similar 
groups, a process known as afϐinity map-
ping (Usability Net, 2006).

The ϐirst and strongest negative reaction 
from participants was concerned with the 
media. There was a feeling that the media 
changes its focus; “the news changes… 
suddenly a story about a corrupt politi-
cian becomes a whole lot bigger because 
it’s election year”. There was a feeling that 
personal elements become over inϐlated, “I 

Bored Hopeful, thoughtful Nervous Excited, passionate Frustrated, annoyedInterested, entertained
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think some of the human drama is part of 
what puts me off about politics. You know, 
who said that and who said this, mean-
while, who’s actually running the country?”. 
On top of this, the sheer volume of coverage 
meant:

“I will get confused and 

over it… it’s overwhelming”.

The second theme was a feeling of guilt 
about the prospect of not taking part. 
While I found some participants who self-
identiϐied as uninterested in politics, they 
were still deϐinitely intending on voting. 
This ‘civic guilt’ seemed to be a part of their 
motivation to vote — when they admit-
ted a lack of interest it was apologetically. 
‘Should’ came up often — “you should vote, 
it’s your civic responsibility”, “your one 
inroads to democratic process”. The surveys 
I conducted when evaluating the project 
(Appendix Nine) also conϐirmed that an 
individual can have low levels of interest 
and perceived relevance but high likeliness 
to vote, which I suspect comes from this 
sense of duty. This ϐinding is backed up in 
Sheerin’s work which found that low levels 
of internal efϐicacy do not translate directly 
into non-voting (2007). 

According to Carlsson and Johansson-
Stenman, this sense of civic responsibility is 
closely connected with social pressure from 
friends and family, which emphasises the 
importance of spreading the social norm of 
voting (2009, p.1). 

The third negative theme was that we have 
an unattractive political scene in New 
Zealand. 

This related to both individual politicians 
— “this guy would be scary if he gets in”; 
to parties — “I’m unenthused about the 
options”; to the system — “it’s a pretty ugly 
industry”. One participant summed it up 
succinctly: “Oh yeah, the election’s shit”.

The ϐinal point I gathered from these work-
shops was a feeling that nothing would 
change in this election. 
“The way it’s sitting at the moment, or 
the way they’ve [the media] painted it — 
what’s the point?”. 

“Either they’ll change 

the government or they 

won’t and it’ll go on pret-

ty much as usual”. 

One participant who was helping with a 
campaign asked herself “Should I be putting 
my energy somewhere else?”. This supports 
the theory of post material political partici-
pation, where youth view traditional politi-
cal engagement as ineffective and often 
practise alternative forms of civic engage-
ment outside of voting (Donald, 2010). 

As well as attitudes, this process helped me 
gain some insight into the social behaviours 
around the election, and also into what 
media platforms they would use to access 
information. For example, one participant 
said “Facebook was really good, I knew that 
if I wanted to ϐind out what was going on 
[with the election] I wouldn’t go to a news 
site, I’d go straight to Facebook”. 
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For example, a particularly useful 

insight was that Upstanding and 

Uncertain Cats would be looking for 

di erent information on the site. 

Personas 
A persona is “a ϐictional individual repre-
senting characteristics of the target group” 
(Stappers and Saunders, 2013, p. 302). They 
can be used as tools to help think about seg-
ments of a target audience. For this part of 
the project I created a number of personas 
based on cats (see Figures 11-14). The cat 
personas were informed by both the early 
timeline activity and previous research 
commissioned by the Electoral Commis-
sion in 2007 that identiϐied ϐive segments 
of non-voters, ‘Politically Absent’, ‘Living for 
the Weekend’, ‘Distrustful and Disillusioned’, 
‘Tentative Triers’ and ‘Conϐident and Con-
vinced’ (Dinsdale, n.d., para. 5). Photos were 
chosen of cats which displayed body lan-
guage associated with the different personas 
– for example, the image of “Upstanding Cat” 
is a cat sitting upright, whereas “Uninterest-
ed cat” is slumped backwards, reminiscent 
of a passive television watcher.

Using cats as a discussion point with re-
search participants was a good way of 
checking my assumptions about the target 
audience. The use of animals meant that 
demographics like age, gender and race were 
left out of the mix and discussion could focus 
on attitudes and behaviours. Participants 
identiϐied with the personas, and could 
ϐit themselves and their peers into one or 
several of the categories; “Oh yeah, I’m a bit 
of a mix between Upstanding and Uncertain 
Cats”.

The personas were especially effective in 
prompting discussion about what motiva-
tions different people would have for using 
the site. 

Upstanding Cats would be quite clear about 
the issues they cared about, and would 
look for questions about those. Uncertain 
would want to know what the issues were 
that they ‘should’ know about — the things 
that everyone else considered important. 
Participants thought for this reason that 
the Uncertain Cat would want an overview 
of “what’s trending right now” so that they 
would not look uninformed — “it’s a Top 
40, if politics was a Top 40”.

There was also recognition that Uncertain 
Cats are often wary of people trying to con-
vince them. One participant talked about 
being inϐluenced by a passionate ϐlatmate 
in the previous election and then realising 
he did not agree personally. For this reason, 
strongly worded or heavily partisan ques-
tions might be off putting to this group.

These four personas are not a complete 
set; I asked participants “Who is missing?” 
and each group had a different response, or 
recognised segments within one persona. 
The Cynical Cat (or “apathetic evangelist” 
according to one participant) is an active 
non-voter who does not buy into the sys-
tem, and the Evangelist Cat can be divided 
into “political hacks” and “issues based ac-
tivists”. Deliberately not being exhaustive in 
my options left room for participants to ‘ϐill 
in the blanks’ and contribute their insights.
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Clockwise from top: Figure 11. Grey kitten excited. (n.d.). Figure 12. Alvesgaspar. (2010) Brown tabby cat. Figure 13. Lazy cat 

bored. (n.d.). Figure 14. Timid cat. (n.d.). 

1. Evangelist Cat
• 
• -

sionate about
• Might be encouraging everyone to get involved
• Is looking for tools to further their agenda

3. Uncertain Cat
• 

process
• They might not decide whether or not to vote 

until late in the game
• Will take opportunities not to vote (like other  

commitments)
• Finds politics confusing and doesn’t want to look 

dumb
• Might have a vague feeling that they ‘should’ vote
• Will vote if someone asks them to or makes it 

easy

2. Upstanding Cat
• Will vote unless something gets in the way
• Probably votes with family and friends
• Might be aligned to a particular party based on 

family or peer’s values
• Feels comfortable with the process of voting
• Doesn’t usually follow politics but will read up 

around election time
• Might not want to get into a very heated discus-

sion around politics

4. Uninterested Cat
• Thinks politics are irrelevant
• Doesn’t notice election or political news or adver-

tising
• Doesn’t think they have a role to play 
• Doesn’t relate to politicians or the issues they talk 

about
• Thinks politics is a boring topic

1. 2.

3. 4.



22

Figure 15. Categories grouped by participants.

Card sort 
This was an exercise to inform the catego-
ries the questions would be sorted into on 
the site. Participants were asked to sort 
ϐifty cards with names of policy areas or 
ministries into about twelve groups (Figure 
5). Although categories never ended up 
being implemented on the site, this gave 
me a valuable empathy for my audience. I 
knew in theory that it was important to use 
language the target audience would relate 
to (IDEO & Acumen, 2013), but this experi-
ence took me from just knowing about to 
committing to the idea.

Finding people to interview who were not 
likely to vote to interview was a challenge 
for me. After conducting the ϐirst three 
workshops, I had been gaining useful in-
formation, but so far it was similar to what 
I would have assumed myself. So, I asked 
Secret Level, a youth space in Lower Hutt, 
whether I could come out and interview 
some young people visiting their space. 

I took the sorting cards to create some cat-
egories for the subject areas, and sat down 
with a couple of girls. I told them what I 
was working on, and spread the cards out 
on the table. As soon as they saw the cards, 

their body language changed. They leant back 
in their chairs and started looking away. 

Seeing the words “State 

Owned Enterprises” trig-

gers a strong “not for 

me” message in some 

people’s minds.

I changed tack, and asked the hip-hop group 
who had come in to practise what their top 
three most important topics would be. One 
said youth would only be interested in Food 
and Sports and Recreation. I asked whether 
Arts, Culture and Heritage might be similar 
to Sports and Recreation (since he was in a 
dance group). He replied “Most of the arts 
wouldn’t be what’s under that, they’d be 
talking about art galleries… youth would be 
more into grafϐiti and tagging”. So, to state 
the obvious, if there was an “Arts, Culture and 
Heritage” category on Ask Away (the name 
of the ministry), it would clearly tell these 
young people that it did not include them, or 
the things they are interested in.
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Practice: Developing a solution

Strategy
Once a good level of insight into the atti-
tudes and behaviour of this audience had 
been gained, a project strategy was struc-
tured around three persuasive strategies: to 
reach, inform and engage. 

Aim One: Reach
Qualitative research conducted by the 
Electoral Commission found that for many 
young non-voters the elections “were not 
on my wavelength”, (Dinsdale, 2007, para. 
10) so the project should bring political 
discussion into the spaces young people 
already inhabit online.

Goal: Content will be delivered to the target 
audience via the channels of information 
they are already using, be those real life 
social networks, social media, or traditional 
media (e.g. it will show up on their Face-
book feed, or in discussion with friends).

Outcome: People who would not otherwise 
seek out this material will be exposed to it, 
which will raise their awareness about the 
election and the candidates. The use of so-
cial channels will also help to create social 
pressure to get involved (Kiderra, 2012).

Aim Two: Inform
If political efϐicacy is in part deϐined by an 
individual’s ability to understand politics, 
then making it as easy as possible to ac-
quire that understanding is crucial. Lack of 
information about the candidates and the 
policies put together formed the largest fac-
tor (34%) of the reasons given by youth for 
why they did not vote in the 2011 general 
election (Colmar Brunton, 2012). 

However, best practice information and UX 
design can go a long way towards making 
information digestible and engaging, and 
to making sure that the users can easily 
ϐind (or are delivered) the content that is 
relevant to them (Nielson, 1995).

Goal: The site’s users will be able to eas-
ily understand and digest the information 
presented on the site. 

Outcome: Ease of understanding should 
increase both the user’s political knowledge 
and their conϐidence in that knowledge, 
which will directly contribute to their sense 
of political efϐicacy (Catt, 2005).

Aim Three: Engage
At this point, user experience design offers 
tools for the creation of political efϐicacy. 
To develop a meaningful relationship with 
the idea of elections, the experience of us-
ing the application must be personalised. 
This includes tactics to make sure users are 
served information that is highly relevant 
to their own concerns or those of others in 
their social groups. It also means they are 
given a role to play in the functioning of the 
site. The more valued they feel their role 
is, the more likely they are to continue to 
contribute to the online community (Masli 
and Terveen, 2012).

Goals: 
• Information will be relevant to users 

and their communities
• Users will feel that they are able to help 

decide what is important
• Users will feel that their voice matters 

and is being counted
• Users will feel like part of a community 

of interested people



24

Outcome: These combined elements of en-
gagement will reinforce users’ perceptions 
of their ability to participate in political 
discourse and process. The responses from 
candidates or party representatives should 
also make a valuable contribution to users’ 
perceptions of external efϐicacy in relation 
to the responsiveness of politicians and 
candidates (Catt, 2005).

User stories
In Agile development, user stories are “a 
reminder to have a conversation with your 
customer” — high level tasks written from 
a users point of view (Agile Modelling, n.d., 
para 2). The process of writing these stories is 
where the insights from users are translated 
into the features of the site, and the develop-
ment pipeline is built from these blocks. These 
stories were written collaboratively with Jon 
Lemmon, using the template “As a <type of 
user>, I want <some goal> so that <some rea-
son>”. This meant every feature built on the 
site mapped directly to speciϐic user need. 

The three strategic aims were reframed into a 
user perspective, and potential features ideas 
were generated based on these.

Aim One: Reach 
I need content to come to me.
Aim Two: Inform 
I need information that is easy to understand.
Aim Three: Engage 
I need it to be relevant to me, I need to know 
my voice matters and that everyone is doing 
this.

Each of these aims produced user stories, 
which were then grouped, prioritised and 
shared with the development team (Figures 
16 and 17). A lot of work was put into devel-
oping and maintaining this project plan by 
Jon, and it was what enabled other developers 
to easily pick up tasks and make meaningful 
contributions. 

For example: 
Sorting algorithm — top content
As a new visitor, I want to see the most voted 
for content ϐirst so that I don’t have to spend a 
long time looking for interesting and relevant 
content
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Figure 16. Generating user stories from the three strategic aims.

Figure 17. The development task list. Screen capture from 

Pivotal Tracker.

Figure 18. An early wireframe of the home page. Screen capture from 

Balsamiq (wireframing software).

Sorting algorithm — new content
As a returning visitor, I want to see new 
content on a daily basis so that I can see 
more stuff that people care about.

Not all of the stories ended up in the 
platform, because it was developed incre-
mentally. This meant making one minimum 
viable product (the smallest set of features 
it needed to function) and then adding to it 
rather than doing it all in one go. This style 
of development meant that we remained 
ϐlexible about what could be built and new 
features could be added as new needs 
arose. For example, after launch, user feed-
back was that a ‘recently answered’ view 
would be useful, so it was added.

Because some of the developers were work-
ing remotely, it was important that every-
one had online access to the planning board 
(Figure 17). Design mock-ups were added 
to the stories as they were built, meaning 
the design didn’t need to be ϐinalised before 
starting development.

Wireframes
Wireframes are basic representations of 
the user interface of a website. They are 
often deliberately low ϐidelity, and use 
limited colours, fonts and images (Usability.
gov, n.d.). This allows designers to explore 
multiple possible layouts, without spending 
time on visual reϐinement.

The user stories informed rough wireframes 
(Figure 18), which were developed into 
higher ϐidelity mock-ups that guided the 
developers. 
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Figure 19. 

Buzzfeed Inspired 

Exploratory Design.

The Platform

User Experience Precedents
At this time, analysis of precedents in 
online engagement guided the develop-
ment of the interface. Figure 19 is a ‘devil’s 
advocate’ exercise – an exploration of what 
the site might look like if it referenced the 
design of Buzzfeed, a pop culture site which 
is the epitome of attention grabbing – ar-
guably at the cost of credibility and com-
prehension (Appendix One). Exploring an 
extreme design meant I was not censoring 
what felt right for the project. Afterwards, I 
saw that reaction buttons (shown in yel-
low) might be a valuable feature if toned 
down. Though they did not make it through 
development, they are still in the future 
pipeline for the site.

The design of Reddit, a content sharing site 
where users curate content by up or down-
voting it, was also a key design reference 
(see Appendix One).

Ask Away is a question and answer platform, 
the primary feature of which is a essentially 
a long list of the public’s questions. Visitors 
to the site can endorse questions by up-
voting them, making them more likely to be 
answered. They also had the option of shar-
ing questions via Facebook or Twitter.

The page which visitors to the site land on 
shows a list of ‘trending’ questions, sorted 
by an algorithm. This pushes questions up 
the list as they gain votes, and drops them 
down over time, presenting a dynamic 
feed of recent popular questions. As well 
as searching by keyword, visitors can sort 
the list of questions by ‘newest’, ‘recently 
answered’ and ‘most popular’ (questions 
with the most votes). Clicking on a question 
reveals any answers to that question from 
candidates inline (Figure 20), and users can 
click through to another page to comment 
on a question and its answers.
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Figure 20. The Ask Away platform homepage. Screen capture from Askaway.org.nz

Figure 21. A question expanded to reveal answers. Screen capture from Askaway.org.nz.
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Figure 22. Bill English’s page (Deputy Prime Minister, Minister of Finance 

and Minister of Infrastructure) on Askaway.org.nz. Screen capture.

Candidates from the parties were provided 
with links to create special accounts that 
allowed them to answer questions on the 
site. Each party has a page showing who its 
representatives are, and each representa-
tive has a page showing their picture and 
all of the questions they have answered 
(Figure 22). Each member of the public 
who created an account and asked a ques-
tion also has a page showing all the ques-
tions they have asked.

Interface design
The interface or user experience design of 
the platform was a collaboration that began 
with my user research and ended with Jon’s 
detailed reϐinement. The design prioritises 
content; users are greeted when they arrive 
at the site, then are shown the ‘trending’ 
questions and answers. 

As one of the core mis-

sions of the site was to 

make it easier for young 

people to be engaged, 

the site itself needed to 

be easy to use. 

“The total cognitive load, or amount of 
mental processing power needed to use 
your site, affects how easily users ϐind 
content and complete tasks” (Whitenton 
2013, para. 1). The Nielson Norman Group’s 
usability guidelines suggest building on 
existing mental models so that users do 
not have to learn their way around a new 
interface (Whitenton 2013). Given our 

youthful target audience, we used social 
media sites Twitter and Facebook as refer-
ence points for the interface design, right 
down to the use of Helvetica font family. 
Not only did this provide them with a sense 
of familiarity, it also provided cues about 
the types of interactions hosted on the site. 
In particular, many people commented on 
the format’s similarity to Twitter, mean-
ing the behaviour expected was familiar 
to many users. The up voting arrow was 
also inspired by Facebook’s Like button. 
In the previous iteration the site directly 
embedded Like buttons and used them as 
proxy vote counters, though these were 
removed in place of up arrows. The concept 
of adding personal approval to something 
in this way is akin to signing a petition, and 
although some are derisive of the low com-
mitment required of this kind of activity 
(Rotman et. al, 2011), I argue that one click 
participation is a valuable stepping stone to 
further engagement. 

Other steps to reduce cognitive load includ-
ed a typographic hierarchy that prioritised 
user content over background information 
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Figure 24. Detail view of the answers preview on a question. Screen capture from Askaway.org.nz

Figure 23. Ask Away on mobile. Screen capture from 

Askaway.org.nz.

such as dates and share buttons, and use 
of conventions like hover states to indi-
cate clickable content, and placement of 
the login button and search bar in the top 
navigation bar.

The interaction was also designed to be as 
intuitive as possible, so that users could 
have an uninterrupted journey through the 
content. Inϐinite scrolling means users can 
read large number of questions quickly, 
and the answers are visible when clicked, 
balancing ease of access with limiting the 
content to that which the user is interested 
in. Although it was tempting to create a 
large landing page with a description of 
how the site worked, we aimed instead for 
it to be self-explanatory, with a ‘How does it 
work’ button available if needed.

Both proϐile pictures and party logos are 
used to identify the candidates answering 
the questions, in order to convey at a glance 
who is participating, while also putting a 
face on the direct, personal nature of the 
interaction (Figure 24).

Responsive and cross browser design
To make politics more accessible, the site 
needed to be available on any platform, so 
it was fully responsive, meaning it could be 
viewed on phones and tablets, and across a 
range of browsers (Figure 23).

Technical Frameworks
Open source web development frameworks 
were used to cut down on development 
time. Rather than building every element 

from scratch, these frameworks provided 
many of the pieces needed to put the ap-
plication together. Ruby on Rails is a web 
application (or back-end) framework 
written in the programming language 
Ruby. Its components involve infrastruc-
ture like databases, mailers for automating 
emails, user accounts and logins. AngularJS 
is another ‘back-end’ framework which 
uses Javascript and handles the in page 
interaction – for example, expanding and 
collapsing the answers within the list of 
questions. Bootstrap is a ‘front-end’ frame-
work built by Twitter, it supplies elements 
for the presentation of the website such 
as grids, typography settings and a default 
navigation bar. 



30

Ask Away - NZ General Election 2014

Needs your answer (1)

Hiria Jackson
home buyers?
4 answers from other parties

William Fosset: Will you continue with programs to make 
homes healthier and drier?
1 answer from other parties

Other top questions for you (3)

Jan Knowles: How are you planning to improve state 
housing in New Zealand? 

33 hrs left to answer, 7 answers from other parties

323
votes

763
votes

134
votes

Sue Bradford
Mana Party
Spokesperson for Housing

See other answers Answer

Your party authorisation statement:
Authorised by John Field of 345 
Garret St, Wellington.
Edit

Your candidate authorisation 
statement:
You won’t need to add this unless 
your answer is promoting yourself 
as a candiate (eg in an electorate 
based question).

Add a candidate statement

Figure 25. Original design of the Candidate’s dashboard

Using these frameworks meant a working 
prototype of the site could be built quickly 
and then adapted. An additional advantage 
of Bootstrap is that because it is widely 
used in contemporary web design, its user 
interface patterns (for example the top 
navigation bar) would be familiar to many 
users. 

Signing up candidates
One of the biggest challenges for the site 
was making sure that there was enough 
contribution from the candidates, and it 
turned out to be one of its biggest success-
es, with over a thousand answers from sixty 
different candidates. Several strategies 
were used to make this happen. 

The site aimed to be user centred, and 
while we tested on our primary audience 
of 18-24 year olds throughout (Appendix 
Four), it was much harder to test it on 
party representatives. To overcome this, 

we thought carefully about the experience 
from the point of view of someone answer-
ing on behalf of a party and modelled their 
user journeys. I also met with communica-
tions staff from two parties and ran through 
the workϐlow with them to check for issues.

Initial designs had a separate dashboard for 
representatives, with a list of questions to 
be answered, which used the mental model 
of an email inbox to be cleared (Figure 25). 
We changed this design to use a model 
more like Twitter, where, once logged in, 
the candidate could interact on the same 
interface as any other user. This changed 
the dynamic, from ‘chores to be done’ to 
‘conversations to join in’. We wanted to 
reward the reps for answering, and decided 
that seeing their answer appear on the page 
immediately was the positive feedback they 
needed. We also added in a “Great answer, 
why not share it?’ ϐlash alert that appeared 
after they had posted their reply. Feedback 
is an important principle of user experience 
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Figure 26. Eyal. 2014. The Hook Model. Diagram. 

design, the Hook model developed by Nir 
Eyal outlines how positive feedback re-
ceived immediately after an action releases 
dopamine in the brain, and can form strong 
user habits through repetition (Eyal, 2014).

The Hook model in practice:
Trigger: Email reminder. Some candidates 
also set the page as the landing page on 
their campaign computer to remind them-
selves (Adern, personal communication, 
February 14th 2015).

Action: Follow the link in email and answer 
question on site.

Variable reward: Flash message saying 
thank you, answer appearing on the page 
alongside others, possible Tweet acknowl-
edging answers, possible media coverage.

Investment: The building of a proϐile page 
and reputation for engaging.

There was an assumption it would be nec-
essary to get the parties to commit to con-
ditions of participation, initially answering 
one question a day per party, and that there 
would need to be a complicated automated 
system for assigning the questions to their 
correct spokespeople. However, the rules 
were kept ϐlexible by not being written 
into the code, and were enforced by social 
pressure instead. The ‘low ball’ technique 
from behavioural psychology also informed 
the thinking here — people are more likely 
to agree to a larger request later if they 
have already agreed to a smaller request 
beforehand (Heath, 2010). So it was better 
to invite candidates to take part without a 
minimum contribution, then follow up later 
if more regular answers were needed. 

We also realised that most representatives 
would know which topics were under their 
domain, so put aside categories and simply 
instructed them to answer the questions 
about their policy areas. The timing of 
the request was also important, members 
of online communities are more likely to 
participate when their contributions are 
unique and valued (Masli & Terveen, 2012), 
so I sent emails to speciϐic party members 
letting them know when there was a popu-
lar question in their area that they could 
answer (Appendix Seven). This ϐlexible 
structure meant there was room for enthu-
siastic contributors to give a lot of answers 
(sometimes up to twenty a day), and that 
those who were unresponsive were re-
placed.

Following the marketing heuristic that a 
target audience needs to be exposed to a 
brand three times before they’ll notice it 
(Neilson Media, n.d.), I used multiple chan-
nels to raise awareness, including getting 
party staff to send out a heads up, directly 
emailing and tweeting to candidates, asking 
youth party wings to encourage their can-
didates to take part and introducing myself 
at debates and events. Persistence was an 
extremely important part of the strategy.
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Finally, we made it very obvious to a user 
scrolling through the questions who had 
answered, and in what order. This created 
political FOMO (fear of missing out) and 
was commented on regularly by users (C 
Robinson, personal communication, May 
13, 2014).

Algorithm
The algorithm controlled the order of the 
‘Trending’ questions on the homepage of 
the site. This was a balancing act between 
two user needs — ‘as a ϐirst time user, I 
want to see the best content ϐirst’ (best, 
democratically, was deϐined as the content 
with the most votes). The other need was 
‘as a returning user, I want to be able to see 
new content quickly’. ‘Trending’ combines 
the two, as questions are up voted they rise 
up the list, and they ‘decay’ and sink down 
the list as time passes, making room for 
fresh questions. 

The other consideration was the users’ 
sense of agency. The goal here was to make 
sure users felt like they had a chance to be 
heard — that a question had a reasonable 
chance of being answered, and that a single 
vote had an impact on those chances. This 
was a balance that could not be found by 
guessing, so the algorithm was built so that 
it could be easily adjusted. We found that 
the spike in visitors around launch cre-
ated a shelf — the questions above the fold 
(visible without scrolling down the page) 
amassed about a hundred votes each, but 
these numbers dropped off steeply in the 
questions below. We adjusted for this by 
accelerating the rate of decay, which we 
adjusted several more times throughout the 
campaign to keep things ϐlowing.

The control of this algorithm raised some 

ethical questions, because it essentially 
gave us an element of control over which 
questions were going to get answered. 
There was a tension between creating an 
unmediated forum between people and 
politicians and making something engag-
ing. One party even suggested to us that we 
might want to adjust the algorithm because 
too many questions from one user were be-
ing up voted. Ideally, the system would have 
kept us from having that inϐluence, but it 
made the user experience much better that 
we did.

Visual design and typography
To combat the perception by youth that pol-
itics is irrelevant and uninteresting (Shea & 
Green, 2007), the visuals of the site needed 
to make youth feel welcome and as though 
this site was ‘for me’, without being pat-
ronising. The logo uses hand-drawn letters 
inspired by an album cover from alternative 
hip hop artists Jneiro Jarel and MF Doom.

This friendliness is balanced by a clean, 
minimal design that allowed the content 
to come to the fore. The headings use Lato, 
an open source humanist sans serif, and 
the body copy is Helvetica Neue, partly to 
replicate Twitter. The colours needed to be 
politically neutral, as well as functional ac-
cents within the site. An orangey peach and 
yellow green were chosen as youthful and 
dynamic. A black and white photograph in 
the background shows a crowd scene from 
the Newtown festival, which to me repre-
sents a highlight in community and civic 
participation in Wellington, adding interest 
while keeping the colour palette restricted 
to functional use. The photograph, which 
features young people, is another way of 
signalling to youth that this site is intended 
for them.
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Figure 27.  JJ Doom. 2012. Album cover.

Figure 28. Ask Away logo.

Tone
Getting the tone of the messaging right was 
important to encourage youth to engage 
with the site. New Zealand’s ofϐicial elec-
toral mascot, the Orange Guy, adopts an ex-
tremely approachable tone, but was viewed 
as unsophisticated by my research partici-
pants. Youth voter campaigns overseas and 
in New Zealand took a more passionate 
tone, with campaign names like Bite the 
Ballot in the United Kingdom, Rock the Vote 
in the United States and RockEnrol in New 
Zealand. Because the user research sug-
gested that passionate language put people 
on guard, Ask Away is positioned not as a 
campaign, but a platform, gently encourag-
ing people to ‘ask away’. 

Communications plan
A communications plan was developed to 
clarify the value propositions the site had 
for its different audiences and stakeholders. 
Recognising that not all stakeholders and 
audiences wanted the same thing from the 
site was important, and deϐining and com-
municating the value these diverse groups 
would get from the site was central to get-
ting them on board with it. With the 

Figure 29. Facebook cover photo for Ask Away page. 
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overarching goal of increasing youth politi-
cal engagement, it would be easy to come 
up with a central proposition such as “get 
involved!’ — but this would not have com-
municated any value to that young audi-
ence. The persona work early on was es-
pecially helpful in deϐining what segments 
within this group would actually want.

Disengaged and uncertain youth
The social media campaign was the core of 
the outreach to youth, and the key objective 
was that young people could see them-
selves within Ask Away, and feel that the 
content was relevant to them. The value 
proposition for this audience was “an easy 
way to ϐind out what the parties think about 
the things you care about”. This was con-
densed to “Not sure who to vote for? Ask 
Away”, which was the message on the Face-
book website advert, which ran throughout 
the campaign. 

Youth media were also targeted with this 
angle.

Politicians, candidates and parties
The objective here was maximum contribu-
tions of answers, and the value proposition 
was “an easy way of engaging with youth”. 
‘Easy’ was stressed because it was recog-
nised how busy candidates are during cam-
paigns, so initial invitations were friendly 
but to the point. They referenced Massey’s 
Design & Democracy Project and the party 
secretary’s authorisation, so that it was 
obvious the invitation was legitimate and 
they did not need to seek approval to take 
part (Appendix Six and Seven).

Political commentators
The objective here was to make sure that 
content and issues raised on Ask Away were 

considered part of the political conversa-
tion around the election, in the same way 
as content from Twitter became reported 
on (Edwards, 2014).  The message was that 
this was an innovative new form of political 
engagement, and a chance for an agenda 
alternative to the mainstream media cover-
age to have some oxygen.

Mainstream media
Messages targeted at mainstream media 
were focussed around a platform ‘for youth 
by youth’ and the issue of youth voter turn-
out. These had the objective of spreading 
awareness and credibility of the project.

Community and civil society 
organisations and networks
The objective for these groups was to drive 
the ϐirst wave of engaged users to the site. 
These users were the ‘Evangelist Cats’, 
people who would use the site as a tool for 
raising awareness of their cause. There was 
a tension here, as they were not the pri-
mary target audience, but would be able to 
role model participation to kick things off. 
The message for these groups was:

 ‘Ask Away is an easy way 

to get people engaged 

and taking part. It is a 

way to make sure the 

parties are talking di-

rectly to New Zealand-

ers about the things they 

care about’. 
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Figure 30. A  question from the Heart Foundation on Ask Away. Screen capture.

Figure 31. Jess’s question for the parties. Screen capture from Facebook.

When there was a group championing an 
issue or a speciϐic question on the site, they 
got noticeably more votes on questions, 
and more social media reach, which would 
have been seen by people outside of their 
networks. In the end, roughly half of the 
ten most voted questions of the site were 
promoted (although not asked by) vari-
ous organisations, including Climate Vote 
campaign, TPPA No Way campaign, Secular 
NZ and JustSpeak.  

Social media campaign
Marketing for the site was almost entirely 
through social media. The purpose for this 
was to create a social norm around voting by 
giving people a way to engage that was vis-
ible to their networks. 

The strategy for marketing and communica-
tions was to amplify user content, and the 
main campaign was a series of ϐifty photos of 
(mostly) 18-24 year olds, holding a branded
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Figure 32. Tiki Taane’s questions for the parties. Screen capture from Facebook analytics.

chalkboard with their questions for the par-
ties (Figure 31). Using content generated 
bu users ensured a diverse range of youth 
could see themselves (or people like them) 
on the platform. This was an attempt to ad-
dress the issue of the perceived irrelevance 
of elections, both by exposing people to an 
image of someone they, and by promoting 
issues that, being raised by a young people, 
were likely to be relevant to other youth. 
Using real content also gave the marketing 
authenticity, a strategy that was also used 
by the Electoral Commission in their infor-
mation campaign (Electoral Commission, 
July, 2014).

The photos were gathered from different 
locations around the country, meaning that 
as a new photo was shared each day a new 
person’s social network was exposed to 
the site. I visited the Kokiri Ngatahi M¢ori 
student group at Massey and gathered their 
questions to make sure rangatahi were 
represented. The images were promoted 
using Facebook’s promoted posts, mean-
ing they reached a wider audience than 

people already connected to the site, and 
the captions linked to the Ask Away site. 
Interspersed with these photos from the 
target audience were photos of musicians 
and comedians, also with their questions 
for the parties. The most successful of these 
was a photo of musician Tiki Taane, which 
reached 28,000 people. This image also 
sparked a large amount of discussion in 
comment threads, which fulϐilled the goal of 
making political engagement visible. All the 
images are in Appendix Fifteen.

These images were also shared on Twitter. 
Ask Away’s presence on Twitter was useful 
in reaching a different audience. Through 
engaging in conversations around the elec-
tion, and live tweeting debates, sharing 
election resources and memes, I was able to 
establish awareness about the project with 
political commentators, which in turn gave 
me leverage with the candidates. @AskA-
wayNZ was named one of the NZ Herald’s 
‘Top 100 Tweeters to Follow this Election’, 
helping to give the brand credibility with 
both the non-initiated and political insiders 
(Edwards, 2014).
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Outcomes

Auckland 
42%

Wellington
32%

Christchurch
8%

Figure 33. The three main user locations.

Ask Away was live to the public between the 
8th of August and the 20th of September in 
2014, the six weeks leading up to New Zea-
land’s General Election. Anyone could make 
an account and ask a question which was 
open for all the parties to answer. Visitors to 
the site could up-vote (endorse) the ques-
tions, without needing to login. Candidates 
from the nine largest parliamentary parties 
created accounts, logged in and answered on 
behalf of their party. Parties who participated 
were: National, Labour, Greens, M¢ori, NZ 
First, United Future, ACT, Conservatives, and 
Internet MANA. Data was gathered from a 
range of sources to test effectiveness.

Within the content generated by users 
on the site there were:

1098 questions

1166 answers

621 comments

60 candidate accounts

9 political parties

16,000 votes cast on questions

Common words from questions:
Kids/children/child 70 
Health/healthier/healthcare 59
School/s 56
Student/s 54

Tax 44 
Change 41
Money 42
Job/s 32

The three questions with the most 
votes were:

307 votes
What will you do to change New Zealand’s 
climate change policies so that our gross 
emissions don’t continue to increase? 
266 votes
What is your strategy for tackling grow-
ing economic inequality?
229 votes
What is your stance on the Trans-Paciϐic 
Partnership?

From Google Analytics:

22,000 users

36,000 visits

100,000+ page views

38% of visits to the site came from 
returning visitors, and thousands visited 
three or more times. 
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Figure 35. Age breakdown of users.

18-24

20% 30.6% 15.6% 13.4% 10.5% 9.8%

25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

Greens, 438
NZ First, 212
United Future, 202
Labour, 95
Internet MANA, 86
Maori, 64
ACT, 36
National, 29
Conservatives, 4

Figure 34. Number of answers from parties:

The top individual candidates for engage-
ment were Tracey Martin from New Zea-
land Fist, with 212 answers, and Damian 
Light from United Future, with 198. For 
answers by party, see Figure 34.

The most answers given in one day was on 
the 3rd of September, when there were 56 
answers contributed.

reaching 
youth?
The site had a goal of reaching youth in the 
online spaces they were already occupy-
ing. The user research indicated that most 
young people got their information from 
either online news sites, or more often, 
Facebook. This goal was fairly successful; it 
was shared 345 times on Facebook, which 
made up 45% of the people who clicked 
through to Ask Away from another site, and 
a further 16% came from Twitter. 25.7% of 
the visitors came from a mobile or tablet 
device, showing that it could be used in a 
convenient time and place for users.

Where it was less successful was reaching a 

younger audience. 25-34 year olds were the 
most common visitors to the site, making 
up 30.6% of visitors, and 18-24 year olds 
were next with 20%. However, the largest 
group of referral trafϐic came from 18-24 
year olds coming from Facebook (7.32%), 
closely followed by 25- 34 yr olds on Face-
book (7.2%). This suggests that the effort 
put into targeted marketing to that demo-
graphic did work, but that it was naturally 
more appealing to a slightly older bracket. 
One reason for this might be the website 
was appealing to those who are already 
politically engaged, and there are higher 
numbers of those in the older age bracket. 
This would be consistent with turnout lev-
els in previous elections.

Another tension here was the partnership 
with Radio New Zealand. The bulk of their 
web viewers are well over the age range 
Ask Away was targeting, but collaboration 
meant extra mana for the site, and leverage 
with the parties. The decision to partner 
with RNZ was based on the principle of 
inclusiveness: Ask Away was not intending 
to create a discussion space exclusive to 
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young people, but an inclusive space where 
youth in particular felt welcome. Embed-
ding content from the site onto the RNZ site 
was not going to interfere with this, so we 
went ahead.

informing 
youth?
The strategies used to make the informa-
tion easier to digest and ϐind were: reduc-
ing cognitive load, limiting answer length, 
and information architecture.

“Yay! Can understand lil 

bit about this politics 

game now.” 

While the content itself was out of our con-
trol, we did everything we could to make it 
easier to process. Having an easy to use site 
leaves more mental processing power for 
the content (Tuch et al, 2012) so the inter-
face design was as intuitive as possible, and 
we conducted user testing which resulted 
in reϐining the interactions, particularly up 
voting (See the user testing script in Appen-
dix Four).

The length of questions was limited to 140 
characters and answers to 350 characters. 
This meant that questions could be scrolled 
through quickly, meaning users had a better 
chance of ϐinding content they found inter-
esting faster. This short answer format was 
a challenge for some of the candidates, one 
of whom emailed me through three word 
documents and a PowerPoint presentation 
with the message “I hope this answers your 
question”. Of course, this is behaviour that 

is learned over time, and with many politi-
cians learning social media skills, this brief, 
two-way interaction should come more 
naturally over time.

Having answers from multiple parties next 
to each other was another part of making 
it easier for users to contextualise informa-
tion and make a comparative decision. As 
opposed to needing to visit separate party 
websites to ϐind party positions, potentially 
with very different terms of reference, see-
ing different answers to the same question 
meant users could see the difference much 
more easily. One user said, “it gave you 
more insight into what’s going to happen 
if you vote for them”, and another “that’s 
quite interesting, you can see like how they 
all contrast”. There was some criticism that 
parties were all essentially promising the 
same things, but this is potentially more a 
fault of a political environment where the 
two major parties are both centrist, some-
thing outside the scope of this brief.

 
engaging youth?
Overall, feedback from users was extremely 
positive. One user emailed to say

“I think Ask Away is the 

best thing to happen to 

NZ political participa-

tion since women got the 

vote!”

Another user Tweeted, “This is totally bril-
liant ... Anything that gets people engaged 
with politics, and gets politicians engaged 
with voters concerns, is a good thing.” 
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Were young people asking questions? 
The age of visitors to the ‘ask a question’ 
page on Google Analytics reϐlects the over-
all site visits, 34.6% of visits were from 25-
34 yr olds, followed by 23.8% from 18-24 
year olds, showing that young people were 
taking part in the conversation.

What I did ϐind when I was conducting vid-
eo interviews with ϐirst time users was that 
although people were able to ϐind relevant 
information once they had looked for a 
little while, it was not immediately obvious. 
That ϐirst impression would have put many 
people off. I asked a young ϐirst time user 
to talk me through what she was thinking 
as she used the site, and she said as she 
scrolled: “well I don’t know what carbon 
emissions are, TPPA? That means noth-
ing to me”. I assume that if I had not been 
standing there she would have given up at 
that point, but she found a question about 
domestic violence and child abuse that 
caught her attention, and when she clicked 
to see the answers there was an “Oh! Cool!” 
moment. This same process was echoed 
with another user later that day. I could see 
that not understanding the ϐirst few ques-
tions was very off-putting and made people 
feel defensive.  

This was deϐinitely a big challenge for the 
site, and an attempt to remedy it was made 
through the social media content. With 
over ϐifty different youth photographed in 
different cities, at different universities and 
events, there was a diverse and authentic 
representation of ‘youth issues’, which 
hopefully helped increase perceived rele-
vance of election issues (Appendix Fifteen). 

The social media posts 

were making visible both 

the concerns of young 

people and the act of po-

litical engagement and 

inquiry. 

They created 365,000 impressions on 
Facebook, as well as a signiϐicant reach on 
Twitter, and 8,400 actions, which includes 
Likes, Comments, Shares and website clicks, 
all measures of online engagement.

Engagement Before and After Survey
A survey was also conducted with a class of 
photography students. The aim of this sur-
vey was to have some quantitative measure 
of the effectiveness of the site in building 
political efϐicacy and engagement. The sur-
vey was based on one which the Electoral 
Commission uses to judge the effects of its 

“Kids Vote” programme, where children par-
ticipate in mock elections in schools (Ap-
pendix Twelve). It asks respondents to state 
on a scale of 1-4 their opinion. The students 
were then asked to visit the site before the 
next survey. The table in Figure 36 shows 
the change in response after a week. The 
survey can be found in Appendix Eight, the 
full results in Appendix Nine and the demo-
graphics of respondents in Appendix Five.

While the sample size is small, these results 
indicate a consistent increase in engage-
ment in those who visited the site, particu-
larly to the questions ‘is politics interesting?’ 
and ‘is politics easy to understand?’. The 
ϐirst survey was conducted on the 11th of 
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Two point increase (on a scale of  1-5)

One point increase

No change

One point decrease

Two point decrease

Are politics 
interesting?

-
derstand?

Does your 
vote make a 

Have you 
talked to 
friends & 
family?

How likely are 
you to vote?

Do you think 
politicians 
care what you 
say?

Are politics 
relevant to 
you?

Visited AA

Participant 1

Participant 2

Participant 3

Participant 4

Participant 5

Participant 6

Participant 7

Participant 8

Participant 9

Did not visit AA

Participant 10

Participant 11

Participant 12

Participant 13

Before and After Engagement Surveys

Figure 36. Change in engagement after visiting Ask Away.
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Visited AA Engaged before Engaged after

Participant 1 Y Y

Participant 2 N N

Participant 3 N N

Participant 4 N Y

Participant 5 N Y

Participant 6 N Y

Participant 7 Y Y

Participant 8 Y Y

Participant 9 N Y

Did not visit AA

Participant 10 Y N

Participant 11 N N

Participant 12 N Y

Participant 13 N N

Figure 37. Students who became engaged after a one  week period.

September and the second on the 18th, 
two days before the election, so it is to be 
expected that engagement would increase 
during this time, but surprisingly, it de-
creases in three out of four participants 
who did not visit the site. 

I considered whether it was the students 
who were more engaged to begin with who 
visited the site, and therefore who encoun-
tered greater growth in engagement due 
to other activities. If ‘engaged’ is deϐined as 
scoring three or above in four or more of 
the seven questions, then Figure 37 shows 
the change during the week. Highlighted 
are those who became ‘engaged’ between 
surveys — showing it was not just those 
who were already engaged who visited the 
site.

Although the sample size is less than ideal, 
this survey provides a framework for evalu-
ation that could be scaled up in the next 
iteration of the platform.

The site was also used by some teachers, 
and proved an effective resource for young-
er children. One year ϐive teacher said:

“The class really loved 

getting responses to their 

questions and many of 

them went home and 

created their own per-

sonal accounts and 

asked further questions. 

I was very impressed with how much it 
opened the level of communication up with 
their families as well. At least half of the class 
had political discussions with family mem-
bers and had them also get involved in what 
they were asking on Ask Away.” 
(C Palmer, personal communication, Novem-
ber 12, 2014).

An opportunity here would be to reframe the 
platform as a tool for students. This would 
help solve the issue of people being put off by 
questions in inaccessible language. Interna-
tional research found that “The effect of using 
participatory methods in civic education 
on efϐicacy and participation was clear: the 
more participatory methods used, the greater 
the impact.” (Sabatini et al, 1998, p. 51). This 
suggests there an interactive tool like Ask 
Away would make an excellent social sciences 
resource.
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Alternatively ELI5 (Explain Like I’m 5) is 
a Reddit (see Appendix One) subcategory 
where users ask questions that they want 
simple, layman’s answers to. Although we 
tried to seed this kind of approach on Ask 
Away, it could be done more explicitly in 
future.

Non-negative media
Something that emerged throughout the 
campaign was the potential for Ask Away to 
play a role outside of conϐlict politics. This 
theme came through in the initial timeline 
interviews I conducted — young people of-
ten expressed how put off they were by the 
squabbling and negativity that mainstream 
media and political campaigns focus on. I 
identiϐied at that point the opportunity to 
offer an alternative to this. 

This theme was highlighted during the 
2014 campaign with the publication of 

“Dirty Politics” by Nicky Hager. This book al-
leged that for several years, ‘attack politics’ 
were being carried out by right wing blog-
gers and coordinated by the National Party. 
In this context, negative politics became 
not just an unfortunate coincidence of our 
political system but a strategic plan. Simon 
Lusk, a political consultant, is quoted in the 
book explaining the advantages of negative 
campaigning. “There are a few basic propo-
sitions with negative campaigning that are 
worth knowing about. It lowers turnout, 
favours right more than left as the right 
continues to turn out, and drives away the 
independents.” (Lusk cited in Hager, 2014, 
p.18). The main blogger named in the book, 
Cameron Slater, blogged about his views on 
youth political engagement (and this pro-
ject) in response to an op-ed written by my-
self and Kieran Stowers. His blog was titled 

“Healthy, well adjusted young people should not 
be interested in politics” (Slater, 2014).

Aside from this, the leaders debates were criti-
cised as “ill moderated shouting matches” 
@citizenbomber on Twitter. Jolisa Gracewood 
asked “Why are leaders’ debates judged on a 
FPP [First Past the Post] scorecard (win! lose!) 
In an MMP world (collaboration, consensus, 
the greater good)?”. Smaller parties are exclud-
ed altogether, and often complain about the 
difϐiculty of getting coverage (Martin, personal 
communication, 2014, Appendix Thirteen). 
Under an MMP system where there was only 
13% difference between the second and third 
largest parties in 2014, it makes little sense for 
these presidential style debates to be such a 
central part of the coverage.

This political and media environment clearly 
had room for an alternative. One user de-
scribed the leader’s debates as “two old men 
just bitching at each other”, and in contrast, 
another said (about Ask Away) “This is quite 
interesting because it gives everyone a fair 
chance to say what they want to say.”

Tracey Martin, Deputy Leader of the New Zea-
land First Party, said 

“It is widely recognised that to gain traction 
inside main stream media one often has to 
create a ‘gottcha point’...  This coupled with 
the persistence of the... ‘there are only two 
parties’ type of reporting means that 

initiatives such as Ask 

Away are vital to a truly 

MMP environment.”

(Appendix Thirteen)
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Figure 38. Media coverage of Ask Away. See Appen-

dix Two for full list and sources.
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Figure 39. TVNZ. 2014. Campbell Live Feature on On the Fence and Ask Away. Screen capture from TVNZ OnDemand.

The Ask Away platform, alongside On the 
Fence, received a large amount of publicity. 
9.3% of referral trafϐic came from either ra-
dionz.co.nz or thewireless.co.nz, and it was 
repeatedly proϐiled on RNZ programmes. It 
also featured in a story on TV3 show Camp-
bell Live along with On the Fence, as well as 
the Dominion Post, The Wellingtonian, The 
Nelson Mail, Design Assembly, Idealog, Bfm, 
Radio@ctive, National Business Review, the 
NZ Herald and on Campbell Live. It also ap-
peared in student media Salient at Victoria 
University and Te Waha Nui at AUT.

Content from the website was also used by 
TV One in their story on secular education. 
This was interesting, as a group, Secular 
NZ, had asked a question on Ask Away, 
shared it with their followers and received 
answers from the parties. They then used 
the answers to formulate a press release 
which TV One then ran on their website — 
although without acknowledging Ask Away. 

This is an example of how this kind of tool 
can be used to give airtime to issues that are 
otherwise not discussed. In a perfect new 
media feedback loop, Matthew Beveridge 
then blogged about the article as an exam-
ple of social media inϐluencing mainstream 
media (Beveridge, 2014).

What makes Ask Away unique?
There is a proliferation of engagement plat-
forms online, so it was important to make 
sure the project was not replicating the 
work of others. Ask Away sat alongside the 
On the Fence guide tool as a next step, offer-
ing a more speciϐic, in-depth and personal 
way to learn more about the parties. The 
main difference between Ask Away and simi-
lar international sites (see Appendix One) is 
the ability to ask open questions and then 
compare a range of answers. This framing is 
less antagonistic than posing direct ques-
tions, because it encourages a certain type 
of question. 
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When analysing the word frequency in the 
questions, ‘how will you’, ‘what is your’ and 
‘will your party’ were the top three phrases, 
all less confrontational than ‘why did you’ 
or ‘why won’t you’ questions. 

This was important for two groups of 
users. Firstly, it made it less likely that 
any one party would feel attacked on the 
site, encouraging participation across the 
spectrum. There was still some negative 
questions directed at speciϐic parties, but 
these were exceptions to the rule. Secondly, 
the user research identiϐied that young 
people view politics as an ‘ugly industry’ 
and are turned off by conϐlict focussed 
media. Framing the discussion in this open 
way meant they could see it as a balanced 
information source, rather than a place for 
opinionated people to attack the parties. 
People gave feedback on the quality of the 
discussion in the site comments. Comments 
were, on the whole, respectful and intel-
ligent, with minimal moderation needed. 
It is certainly worth considering which 
elements, designed or unintentional, led to 
this quality of civic conversation. 

The other major difference between Ask 
Away and international counterparts is in 
site architecture. With a goal of lowering 
barriers to entry to political participa-
tion, it was important to get the content 
right out on the homepage. AskThem and 
OurSay, both require several clicks to get 
to any user generated content (Appendix 
One). Early research suggested that a news 
source was more appealing than an op-
portunity for engagement to most, so, like a 
news site, content came ϐirst. We wanted to 
create a social norm by making the partici-
pation of others visible, so again, signs of 

life (in the form of user generated content) 
needed to be front and centre to create the 
impression that ‘everyone is doing this’.

Lastly, there is also a difference in the 
immediacy of the interaction. The other 
petition sites take around a month to get 
from questions to answers. We wanted the 
connection to feel more conversational and 
direct, and used social media models to 
set expectations around the timeframes of 
interactions, getting it down to two or three 
days.

Impact on turnout
Finally, is there any evidence that the tide of 
youth voter disengagement was stemmed?

Turnout overall rose by 3%, and is sug-
gested to have risen 5-8% amongst 18-24 
year olds (Blake-Kelly & Whelan, 2015). 
The election was notable for the array of 
new youth voter engagement initiatives, 
including the Virgin Voter Collective (see 
Collaborations, p. 12). The platform undeni-
ably provided a platform for youth voices 
and hosted approximately 200 questions 
from 18-24 year olds. 

Along with an overall rise in turnout, the 
two electorates geographically closest to 
the project, Rongotai and Wellington Cen-
tral, had turnouts of (enrolled) 18-24 year 
olds at 77% and 85% respectively. This is 
signiϐicantly higher than the national aver-
age for this age group of 62.7% (Electoral 
Commission, 2015).  While the Auckland 
had the highest percentage of visits to the 
site, Wellington followed with 30% of visits, 
a number disproportionate to its size. This 
suggests a local effect of marketing in the 
Wellington region.
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Role of the designer
Interestingly, there was room in this project 
for two distinct design roles. The work of the 
‘interface designer’ or even the broader ‘user 
experience designer’ was primarily done by 
Jon Lemmon (also the technical lead). 

Jon’s work was visually focussed and in-
volved detailed reϐinement of placement, bal-
ance and hierarchy of scale. This is very much 
in line with the traditional perception of the 
master-designer, who uses technical skills 
and specialist knowledge to ϐill an individual 
role.

I worried that I should be doing more of this, 
that as a ‘design project’ this clearly demar-
cated space should be my primary domain. 
However, the scope of this project means that 
that was neither possible, nor, with the skills 
Jon brought to the project, would it have 
meant the best outcome.

In their 2006 paper, the UK Design Council 
describe a new paradigm, Transformational 
Design. This “doesn’t look or feel much like 
design in the familiar sense of the word” 
(Burns et al., p. 36). 

“A new design discipline is emerg-

ing. It builds on traditional design 

skills to address social and eco-

nomic issues. It uses the design 

process as a means to enable 

a wide range of disciplines and 

stakeholders to collaborate.” 

In 2015, this is not a controversial concept, 
and service designers, design thinkers 
and innovation specialists are spreading 
throughout organisations. These designers 
tend to focus less on designed objects and 
more on systems, journeys and experiences, 
which makes it harder to describe what it is 
they actually do.

I suggest this process is the same as any 
creation process. Material comes in, is 
worked, moulded and made sense of, then 
goes out. Where design differs from other 
non-‘creative’ disciplines is in its open 
boundaries. When gathering material, a 
political science thesis, a screenshot from 
pop culture website Buzzfeed and a hand 
drawn timeline from a target user were all 
sitting on my desktop alongside each other. 
‘Expert’ knowledge is considered alongside 
conversations had at parties, posters on the 
street and observations of online behaviour. 

This ϐlexibility places designers in a differ-
ent position to subject matter specialists. 
Rather than perpetuating the authority of 
one discourse, designers process a huge va-
riety of information from different sources. 
This is what positions them as collabora-
tion enablers – they are equipped to work 
in the spaces in-between.

Due to the variety of material coming in, 
designers need a large array of tools to 
make sense of it. These tools are taught, 
borrowed from other disciplines, or invent-
ed. In the ϐirst few months of the project I 
spent a lot of time processing information. 
Mind mapping, user journeys, visual audits, 
afϐinity mapping, personas, Venn diagrams, 
conversations and written reϐlections were 
all used to work with the material I was 
gathering. 
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This work is framing, synthesising, connect-
ing and sense making. The next strength 
of the designer is their ability to create 
outputs that again, facilitate communica-
tion between different groups. For example, 
to translate technical concepts about the 
implications of open sourcing the project 
for the university’s stakeholders, I created a 
diagram using a box metaphor to illustrate 
the components of a site (Figure 40). To 
communicate to the developers the differ-
ent types of users and their needs, perso-
nas based on four cats synthesised the user 
research into relatable personalities. And of 
course, the main output, the web applica-
tion, was created to enable communication 
between candidates and youth in a mutu-
ally manageable way.

These outputs could be anything. In this 
project they included websites, Tweets, 
interviews given to reporters, infographics, 
emails and ϐlyers. Again, I argue ϐlexibility 
is more valuable to designers in this space 
than expertise.

Another skill not to be overlooked here is 
manaakitanga, or hospitality. One part of 
encouraging participation from stakehold-
ers is making their contribution feel unique 
and valued (Masli & Terveen, 2012). When 
hosting ‘hack nights’ (collaborative coding 
events with volunteers), there was always 
food and drink provided. Creating a sense 
of momentum and buzz around the pro-
ject was another way of drawing people in, 
making it something people wanted to be a 
part of.

Finally, this process of data in to data out is 
not linear. The ϐlow of material in is con-
stant, as are the phases of sense making 

and communicating. As soon as something 
has been sent out, its reception or interac-
tion with its audience becomes more data 
in, to be fed through the process again. 
Design outputs pass through phases of 
design, development and testing, but they 
can never be ϐinished objects, because the 
people and systems around them are never 
static.
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Figure 40. Diagram to show components of  Open Source code. 
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Forms of participation like Ask Away are 
a natural progression for our democratic 
systems. This thesis argues that if placing 
a vote on Election Day is to be desirable 
and meaningful, citizens must be invited to 
participate in a broader context. By lower-
ing the thresholds to being involved, op-
portunities are created to build political 
efϐicacy: individuals can grow their conϐi-
dence in their ability to know what’s going 
on, be heard and make a difference. At the 
same time, a paradigm shift towards open 
participation is inϐluencing every aspect of 
society, including politics. Ask Away is situ-
ated in this emergent space, where every-
one has a voice, communication goes both 
ways and communication is many to many 
rather than broadcast from afar.

There is plenty more work that could 
be done to develop the tool, particularly 
around sustaining user relationships with 
the platform over time. I would like to add 
email digests for users of answers to ques-
tions they have voted for. More emphasis 
on continuing discussions with candidates 
beyond the initial answer and inclusion of 
representatives from different levels of gov-
ernment outside of election time are also 
possible next steps.

There was a tension that has not been 
resolved yet between curating accessible 
content and language and allowing users an 
unmediated forum. The platform was used 
beyond its original purpose, and might be 
better suited as a youth inclusive rather 
than youth speciϐic tool. Alternatively, the 
context of the tool could be changed, by 
limiting the use of the site to a speciϐic 
group.

This will be explored in the next phase of 
Ask Away — as a resource for intermedi-
ate age school children. Funding has been 
granted by Internet NZ, a “voice for the 
internet in New Zealand” (Internet NZ, n.d.) 
to develop teacher resources and promote 
the resource to schools. This iteration has 
a different audience, different set of stake-
holders and collaborators, and will require 
different techniques to gather, analyse and 
communicate ideas. 

There is also interest from the United King-
dom and Australia in running versions of 
the platform there, as well as approaching 
Presidential Elections in the United States 
and Local Body Elections in New Zealand.

Ask Away hosted a unique discussion lead-
ing up to the 2014 General Election, and 
raised the visibility of youth participation 
both on the site and social media. By con-
necting young people, the wider public, 
political candidates, media, commentators, 
civil society organisations and software 
developers, this work demonstrates how 
design processes can be used to facili-
tate collaboration and innovation in the 
civic space. It shows how human and user 
centred design can be used to deϐine and 
deliver value to diverse groups, and ϐinally, 
how technology can be used to enable par-
ticipation and engagement.



52



53

Reference list
Bailey, J. (2014). Making Good. Massey University. Retrieved from 

http://makinggood.ac.nz/

Beveridge, M. (2014, August 23). Ask Away in luencing the media  
[Blog post]. Retrieved from  http://www.matthewbeveridge.
co.nz/politics/ask-away-inϐluencing-the-media/

Bite The Ballot. (n.d.). Bite The Ballot. Retrieved from http://
bitetheballot.co.uk/

Blake-Kelly, S. & Whelan, M. (2015, Jan 27). Beyond the ballot box. 
The Wireless. Retrieved from http://thewireless.co.nz/articles/
beyond-the-ballot-box

Breuer, A., & Farooq, B. (2012). Online political participation: 
Slacktivism or ef iciency increased activism  Evidence from the 
Brazilian Ficha Limpa campaign. (May 1, 2012). Retrieved from 
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2179035

Burns, C., Cottam, H., Vanstone, C. & Winhall, J. (2006). Red paper 
02: Transformational design. UK Design Council. Retrieved from 
http://www.cihm.leeds.ac.uk/document_downloads/REDPAP-
ER02TransformationDesign.pdf

Carlsson, F., & Johansson-Stenman, O. (2009). Voting motives, 
group identity, and social norms. Rapport Nr.: Working Papers in 
Economics 366. Retrieved from https://gupea.ub.gu.se/han-
dle/2077/20427 

Catt, H. (2005). Now or never. In Children and young people as 
citizens, 6th child and family policy conference, Dunedin, NZ. Re-
trieved from http://www.elections.org.nz/sites/default/ϐiles/
plain-page/attachments/Youth%20Participation.pdf

Catt, H., & Northcote, P. (2006a). Prompting participation: can a 
personalised message to the newly enrolled have an impact on 
turnout? In Australasian Political Studies Association Conference, 
University of Newcastle. Retrieved from http://info.newcas-
tle.edu.au/Resources/Schools/Newcastle%20Business%20
School/APSA/ANZPOL/Catt-Helena-and-Northcote-Peter.pdf

Cini, L. (2011). Deliberative and Participatory Democracy: To-
wards a New Model of Radical Democracy. Paper presented at 
9th Pavia Graduate Conference in Political Philosophy. Retrieved 
from: http://www.academia.edu/1369778/Deliberative_and_
Participatory_Democracy_Towards_a_New_Model_of_Radi-
cal_Democracy

Cohen, H. (2011, May 9). Social media de initions. [Blog post]. Re-
trieved from http://heidicohen.com/social-media-deϐinition/

Colmar Brunton. (2012). Voter and non-voter satisfaction surveys. 
Retrieved from  http://www.elections.org.nz/sites/default/
ϐiles/bulk-upload/documents/Voter_and_Non-Voter_Satisfac-
tion_Survey_2011.pdf

d.school. (n.d.). Welcome to the virtual crash course in design 
thinking. Stanford University d.school. Retrieved from http://
dschool.stanford.edu/dgift/

Department of Internal Affairs. (2014). Result 10 blueprint. Re-
trieved from http://www.dia.govt.nz/vwluResources/Result-
10-Blueprint-v2/̈́ϐile/Result%2010%20Blueprint_FINAL.pdf

Di Russo, S. (2012). A brief history of design thinking. [Blog 
post]. Retrieved from https://ithinkidesign.wordpress.
com/2012/06/08/a-brief-history-of-design-thinking-how-
design-thinking-came-to-be/

Dinsdale, W. (2007). Young peoples’ participation in the voting 
process. MM Research. Retrieved from http://www.mm-
research.com/Young+People’s+Participation+in+the+Votin
g+Proces

Donald, H. (2010). Principled non-voters and postmaterialist 
theory: an exploratory analysis of young principled non-
voters in New Zealand. University of Otago. Retrieved from 
http://hdl.handle.net/10092/4120

Edwards, R. (2014, July 10). Rick Edwards: How to get young 
people to vote. [Video ϐile]. Retrieved from https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=nlYpMGI6iNQ

Eyal, N. (2014). Hooked: How to Build Habit-Forming Products. 
Retrieved from http://genius.com/Nir-eyal-hooked-how-to-
build-habit-forming-products-annotated

Fitzgerald, E., Stevenson, B., & Tapiata, J. (2007). M ori elector-
al participation. Massey University. Retrieved from http://
www.elections.org.nz/sites/default/ϐiles/plain-page/at-
tachments/massey_report.pdf

Gormley, I (Director). (2009). Us now. [Motion picture].United 
Kingdom: Banyak Films.

Hager, N. (2014). Dirty politics: How attack politics is poisoning 
New Zealand’s political environment. Wellington: Craig Pot-
ton Publishing.

Heath, C. & Heath, D. (2010). Switch: How to change things 
when change is hard. Crown Publishing Group.

IDEO & Acumen. (2013). +Acumen HCD workshop: Week one 
readings. Author.

IDEO. (2009). Human-centred design toolkit. Retrieved from 
http://www.designkit.org/resources/1/

Internet Party. (2014). Internet Party policy incubator. Re-
trieved from  https://internet-party.loomio.org/

Knight Foundation. (2013a). Trends in civic tech.  [Interactive 
map]. Retrieved from http://www.knightfoundation.org/
features/civictech/

Knight Foundation. (2013b). Report: More than $430 million 
invested in tech organizations focused on advancing citi-
zen engagement and open government since 2011. [Media 
release]. Retrieved from http://www.knightfoundation.org/
press-room/press-release/report-more-430-million-invest-
ed-tech-organization/

Lalmas, M. (2013). Measuring User Engagement. Yahoo Labs. 
Retrieved from http://www.slideshare.net/mounialalmas/
measuring-userengagement

Levitas, M. (2013). De ining civic hacking. [Blog post]. 



54

Retrieved from  http://www.codeforamerica.org/
blog/2013/06/07/deϐining-civic-hacking/

Loader, B. & Mercea, D. (2012). Social media and democracy. New 
York: Routledge. Retrieved from  http://samples.sainsburyse-
books.co.uk/9781136459719_sample_515135.pdf

Masli, M., & Terveen, L. (2012). Evaluating compliance-without-
pressure techniques for increasing participation in online com-
munities. Grouplens Research. Retrieved from http://www.
grouplens.org/system/ϐiles/

Mountain Goat Software. (n.d). The product owner. Retrieved 
from http://www.mountaingoatsoftware.com/agile/scrum/
product-owner

Neilson Media. (n.d.) Media de initions.  Retrieved from http://
www.nielsenmedia.co.nz/en/pdf/mri/28/mediaterms.pdf

Nielson, J. (1995, January 1). 10 Heuristics for User Interface 

Design. Nielsen Norman Group. Retrieved from http://www.

nngroup.com/articles/ten-usability-heuristics/

New Zealand Electoral Commission. (2013, July). 2014 and 
beyond participation strategy. Retrieved from http://www.
elections.org.nz/sites/default/ϐiles/plain-page/attachments/
electoral_commission_2014_participation_strategy.pdf

New Zealand Electoral Commission. (2014). Valuing Our Vote — 

Democracy under the spotlight. [Media release]. Retrieved from 

http://www.elections.org.nz/voters/participation-2014-and-be-

yond/valuing-our-vote-2014-conference/valuing-our-vote-2014-0

New Zealand Electoral Commission. (2015). 2014 general election, 

of cial results. Retrieved from http://www.electionresults.govt.nz/

electionresults_2014/

Norman, D (1988). The Design of Everyday Things. New York: 
Basic Books.

Open Source Initiative.(n.d.). Welcome to the Open Source Initia-
tive. Retrieved from  http://opensource.org/

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 
(2013). Better life index: Civic engagement. Retrieved from 
http://www.oecdbetterlifeindex.org/topics/civic-engage-
ment/

Pine, J, Gilmore, J. (1999). The Experience Economy: Work is Thea-
tre & Every Business a Stage. Boston: Harvard Business Press.

Psychology Glossary. (n.d). Glossary L: Low-ball technique. Re-
trieved from   http://www.psychology-lexicon.com/cms/glos-
sary/glossary-l/411-low-ball-technique.html

Reddit. (n.d). Explain it like I’m 5. Retrieved from   http://www.
reddit.com/r/explainlikeimϐive/

Rotman, D., Vieweg, S., Yardi, S., Chi, E., Preece, J., ...Glaisyer, T. 
(2011). From slacktivism to activism: Participatory culture in 
the age of social media. CHI’11, Extended Abstracts on Human 
Factors in Computing Systems. Retrieved from http://www.
cc.gatech.edu/~yardi/ pubs/Yardi_CHI11_SIG.pdf

Sabatini C, Bevis, G and Finkel, S. (1998). The impact of civic educa-
tion programs on political participation and democratic attitudes. 
U.S. Agency for International Development. Retrieved from 
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnadm548.pdf

Sanders, L. Stappers, P. (2013). Convivial Toolbox: Generative Re-
search for the Front End of Design. Amsterdam: BIS Publishers.

Sangiorgi, D. (2011). Transformative Services and Transformation De-
sign. Lancaster University. Retrieved from  http://www.ijdesign.
org/ojs/index.php/IJDesign/article/viewFile/940/338

Shea, D., & Green, J. (editors). (2007). Fountain of Youth: Strategies 
and Tactics for Mobilizing America’s Young Voters. New York: Row-
man & Littleϐield. Retrieved from  http://books.google.co.nz/bo
oks?id=LEw6hLayDOQC&p.=PA169&lp.=PA169&dq=cycle+of+m
utual+neglect+youth+voting&source=bl&ots=1sEEPXe_Mh&sig=
5gNM6oBnOSqYbyyVcAqPKTziKIY&hl=en&sa=X&ei=CP17VPae
K4eimQXzxYEw&ved=0CCkQ6AEwAQ#v=onepage&q=cycle%20
of%20mutual%20neglect%20youth%20voting&f=false

Sheerin, C. (2007). Political Ef icacy and Youth Non-Voting. Canter-
bury University. Retrieved from http://webcache.googleuser-
content.com/search?q=cache:http://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/bit-
stream/10092/962/1/thesis_fulltext.pdf

Slater, C. (2014, July 8). Healthy, well adjusted young people should 
NOT be interested in politics. Whaleoil Media. Retrieved from 
http://www.whaleoil.co.nz/2014/07/healthy-well-adjusted-
young-people-should-not-be-interested-in-politics/

Statistics New Zealand. (2014, January 21). Non-voters in the 2008-
2011 General Elections. http://www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_
stats/people_and_communities/Well-being/civic-human-rights/
non-voters-2008-2011-gen-elections.aspx

Szalvay, L. (N.d). Agile methodology. Retrieved from agilemethodol-
ogy.org/

Steinburg, T. (2014, Spetember 8). ‘Civic Tech’ has won the name-
game. But what does it mean  [Blog post]. Retrieved from https://
www.mysociety.org/2014/09/08/civic-tech-has-won-the-name-
game-but-what-does-it-mean/

Tuch, A, Presslaber, E, Stocklin, M, Opwis, K, Bargas-Avila, J. 2012. 
The role of visual complexity and prototypicality regarding irst 
impression of websites: Working towards understanding aesthetic 
judgments. University of Basel. Retrieved from http://static.goog-
leusercontent.com/external_content/untrusted_dlcp/research.
google.com/en/us/pubs/archive/38315.pdf

UsabilityNet. (n.d.). Methods: Af inity diagramming. Retrieved from 
http://www.usabilitynet.org/tools/afϐinity.htm

User Experience Professionals Association. (N.d). De initions of User 
Experience and Usability. Retrieved from https://uxpa.org/re-
sources/deϐinitions-user-experience-and-usability

Whitenton, 2013. Minimize Cognitive Load to Maximize Usability. 
Nielsen Norman Group. Retrieved from http://www.nngroup.
com/articles/minimize-cognitive-load/

Vaishnav, C., & Ferreira, P. (2011, September 25). Internet and Politi-
cal Engagement. MIT, Carnegie Mellon University.



55

Bibliography

Andrews, D. C. (2002). Audience-speci ic online community design. 
Communications of the ACM, 45(4), 64–68.

AskThem. (n.d.). Ask questions to your city and state elected of-
icials. Retrieved from http://www.askthem.io/

Bailey, J. (2014, March 21). Measuring the value of design. That old 
chestnut. [Blog post]. Retrieved March 25, 2014, from http://
mappingsocialdesign.org/

Bailey, J. (2014). Making Good. Massey University. Retrieved from 
http://makinggood.ac.nz/

Bailey, J. (2014, February 28). The Politics in Social Design. [Blog 
post]. Retrieved from http://mappingsocialdesign.org/

Beveridge, M. (2014, August 11). On the Fence and Ask Away. 
[Blog post]. Retrieved from http://www.matthewbeveridge.
co.nz/politics/on-the-fence-and-ask-away/

Beveridge, M. (2014, August 23). Ask Away inϐluencing the 
media? [Blog post]. Retrieved from http://www.matthewbev-
eridge.co.nz/politics/ask-away-inϐluencing-the-media/

Beveridge, M. (2014, September 17). Jamie Whyte and Ask Away. 
Retrieved from http://www.matthewbeveridge.co.nz/poli-
tics/jamie-whyte-and-ask-away/

Bite The Ballot. (n.d.). Bite The Ballot. Retrieved from http://
bitetheballot.co.uk/

Blais, A., & Loewen, P. (2009). Youth electoral engagement in Can-
ada. Elections Canada. Retrieved from http://www.elections.
ca/res/rec/part/youeng/youth_electoral_engagement_e.pdf

Blake-Kelly, S. & Whelan, M. (2015, Jan 27). Beyond the ballot box. 
The Wireless. Retrieved from http://thewireless.co.nz/arti-
cles/beyond-the-ballot-box

Breuer, A., & Farooq, B. (2012). Online political participation: 
Slacktivism or ef iciency increased activism  Evidence from the 
Brazilian Ficha Limpa campaign. Retrieved from http://pa-
pers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2179035

Brownstone, S. (n.d.). The First Things First Manifesto Pledges 
The Tech Industry To Create Meaningful Work. Fast Company. 
Retrieved from http://www.fastcoexist.com/3027510/the-
ϐirst-things-ϐirst-manifesto-pledges-the-tech-industry-to-
create-meaningful-work

Burns, C., Cottam, H., Vanstone, C. & Winhall, J. (2006). Red paper 
02: Transformational design. UK Design Council. Retrieved 
from http://www.cihm.leeds.ac.uk/document_downloads/
REDPAPER02TransformationDesign.pdf

Cann, G. (2014, August 19). Smart apps to encourage youth 
vote. Stuff.co.nz. Retrieved from http://www.stuff.co.nz/
dominion-post/capital-life/capital-day/10398140/Smart-
apps-to-encourage-youth-vote

Capitol Bells. (n.d.). Retrieved April 12, 2014, from http://www.
capitolbells.com/trending/

Carlsson, F., & Johansson-Stenman, O. (2009). Voting motives, 
group identity, and social norms. Rapport Nr.: Working Pa-
pers in Economics 366. Retrieved from https://gupea.ub.gu.
se/handle/2077/20427

Cassano, J. (n.d.). Meet Councilman Ben Kallos, The Agile Politi-
cian. Fast Company. Retrieved from http://www.fastcolabs.
com/3036094/meet-councilman-ben-kallos-the-agile-
politician

Catt, H. (2005). Now or never. In Children and young people as 
citizens, 6th child and family policy conference, Dunedin, NZ. 
Retrieved from http://www.elections.org.nz/sites/default/
ϐiles/plain-page/attachments/Youth%20Participation.pdf

Catt, H., & Northcote, P. (2006). Prompting participation: can a 
personalised message to the newly enrolled have an impact 
on turnout? In Australasian Political Studies Association 
Conference, University of Newcastle. Retrieved from http://
info.newcastle.edu.au/Resources/Schools/Newcastle%20
Business%20School/APSA/ANZPOL/Catt-Helena-and-
Northcote-Peter.pdf

Catt, H., & Northcote, P. (2009). Did a txt reminder on election day 

increase voter turnout? New Zealand Electoral Commission. 

Retrieved from t_trial_election_0 _ nal_report.pdf. (n.d.).

Cini, L. (2011). Deliberative and Participatory Democracy: To-
wards a New Model of Radical Democracy. Paper presented 
at 9th Pavia Graduate Conference in Political Philosophy. 
Retrieved from: http://www.academia.edu/1369778/De-
liberative_and_Participatory_Democracy_Towards_a_New_
Model_of_Radical_Democracy

Civic Commons Wiki (n.d). Choosing a License. Retrieved from 

http://wiki.civiccommons.org/Choosing_a_License

Civic Commons Wiki (n.d.). Contributor Agreements. Retrieved 

from http://wiki.civiccommons.org/Contributor_Agreements

Cohen, H. (2011, May 9). Social media de initions. [Blog post]. 
Retrieved from http://heidicohen.com/social-media-deϐini-
tion/

Colmar Brunton. (2012, February). Voter and non-voter satisfac-

tion survey 2011.  Retrieved from http://www.elections.org.nz/

events/past-events-0/2011-general-election/reports-and-surveys-

2011-general-election/voter-and-non



56

CrowdHall. (n.d.). Crowdhall. Retrieved from https://crowdhall.com

d.school. (n.d.). Welcome to the virtual crash course in design 
thinking. Stanford University d.school. Retrieved from http://
dschool.stanford.edu/dgift/

Department of Internal Affairs. (2014). Result 10 blueprint. Re-
trieved from http://www.dia.govt.nz/vwluResources/Result-
10-Blueprint-v2/̈́ϐile/Result%2010%20Blueprint_FINAL.pdf

Di Russo, S. (2012). A brief history of design thinking. [Blog 
post]. Retrieved from https://ithinkidesign.wordpress.
com/2012/06/08/a-brief-history-of-design-thinking-how-
design-thinking-came-to-be/

Dinsdale, W. (n.d.). Young People’s Participation in the Voting 

Process. MM Research. Retrieved from http://www.mm-research.

com/Young+People’s+Participation+in+the+Voting+Process

Donald, H. (2010). Principled non-voters and postmaterialist 
theory: an exploratory analysis of young principled non-voters 
in New Zealand. University of Otago. Retrieved from http://
hdl.handle.net/10092/4120

Edwards, B. (2014, July 9). Twitter trickery, Twiplomacy, and Fa-
cebook fakes. National Business Review. Retrieved from http://
www.nbr.co.nz/article/nz-politics-daily-twitter-trickery-twi-
plomacy-and-facebook-fakes-md-158946

Election interactive: The major policies — party by party. (2014, 

September 9). New Zealand Herald. Retrieved from http://www.

nzherald.co.nz/election-2014/news/article.cfm?c_id=1503581&ob

jectid=11318886&ref=NZH_FBpage

Eyal, N. 2014. Hooked: How to Build Habit-Forming Products. 
Retrieved from http://genius.com/Nir-eyal-hooked-how-to-
build-habit-forming-products-annotated

City Gallery.(2014).  Film Screening: Art Party.  Retrieved from 
http://www.citygallery.org.nz/events/ϐilm-screening-art-
party

Fitzgerald, E., Stevenson, B., & Tapiata, J. (2007). M ori Electoral 
Participation. Retrieved from http://www.elections.org.nz/
sites/default/ϐiles/plain-page/attachments/massey_report.
pdf

Flanagan, C. A., Syvertsen, A. K., & Stout, M. D. (2007). Civic 
measurement models: Tapping adolescents’ civic engagement 
(CIRCLE Working Paper, 55). College Park, MD: Center for 
Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement. 
Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED497602

Fogel, K. (n.d.). Producing Open Source Software. Retrieved from 
http://producingoss.com/en/index.html

Funk, P. (2005). Theory and Evidence on the role of Social 
Norms in Voting. Stockholm School of Economics. Retrieved 
from http://www.bristol.ac.uk/cmpo/events/2006/peuk/
funk.pdf

Gerber, A. S., & Rogers, T. (2009). Descriptive Social Norms 

and Motivation to Vote: Everybody’s Voting and so Should 

You. The Journal of Politics, 71(01), 178–191. doi:10.1017/

S0022381608090117

Google tech talks. (2007). How To Design A Good API and Why 
it Matters. (2012). [Video ϐile]. Retrieved from http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=heh4OeB9A-c&feature=youtube_
gdata_player

Gormley, I (Director). (2009). Us now. [Motion picture].United 
Kingdom: Banyak Films.

Harmony Agreements. (n.d.). What is Harmony? Retrieved from 

http://harmonyagreements.org/

Heath, C. & Heath, D. (2010). Switch: How to change things 
when change is hard. Crown Publishing Group.

Hough, A. (2011, April 8). Student “addiction” to technology 

“similar to drug cravings”, study nds. Telegraph.co.uk. 

Retrieved from http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/

news/8436831/Student-addiction-to-technology-similar-to-

drug-cravings-study- nds.html

Jenkins, K., Zukin, C., & Andolina, M. (2003). Three core meas-

ures of community-based civic engagement: evidence from 

the youth civic engagement indicators project. Retrieved from 

http://pollcats.net/downloads/childtrends.031203.pdf

Kannan, P. & Chang, A. (2013). Beyond Citizen Engagement 

— Co-design of Government Services. IBM Center for the 

Business of Government. Retrieved from http://www.busines-

sofgovernment.org/sites/default/ les/Beyond 20Citizen 20

Engagement.pdf

Keane, P (Producer). (2014, September 16). Getting voters off the 

fence. Campbell Live. [Television broadcast]. Retrieved from 

http://www.3news.co.nz/tvshows/campbelllive/getting-voters-

off-the-fence-2014091622#axzz3QLskcNuU

Kiderra, I. 2012. Facebook Boosts Voter Turnout. UC San Diego. 

Retrieved from http://ucsdnews.ucsd.edu/pressrelease/face-

book_fuels_the_friend_vote

Knight Foundation. (2013a). Trends in civic tech.  [Interactive 
map]. Retrieved from http://www.knightfoundation.org/
features/civictech/

Knight Foundation. (2013b). Report: More than $430 mil-
lion invested in tech organizations focused on advancing 



57

citizen engagement and open government since 2011. [Media 
release]. Retrieved from http://www.knightfoundation.org/
press-room/press-release/report-more-430-million-invest-
ed-tech-organization/

Knott, S. (2014a, August 20). Young political voice aim of website. 

Stuff.co.nz. Retrieved from http://www.stuff.co.nz/nelson-mail/

news/10403034/Young-political-voice-aim-of-website

Knott, S. (2014b, August 27). Push to get young people to vote. 

Stuff.co.nz. Retrieved from http://www.stuff.co.nz/nelson-mail/

news/10429715/Push-to-get-young-people-to-vote

Lalmas, M. (2012). User Engagement: from Sites to a Network 

of Sites or The Network Effect. Retrieved from http://www.

slideshare.net/mounialalmas/user-engagement-from-sites-to-a-

network-of-sites-or-the-network-effect-matters

Lalmas, M. (2013). Measuring User Engagement. Yahoo Labs. 

Retrieved from http://www.slideshare.net/mounialalmas/meas-

uring-userengagement

MacKenzie, M, (2014). Madison — Crowdsourcing Legislation. 

Retrieved from http://participedia.net/en/news/2014/02/28/

madison-crowdsourcing-legislation

Mancini, P. (2014, October). How to upgrade democracy for the 

Internet era. [Video le]. Retrieved from http://www.ted.com/

talks/pia_mancini_how_to_upgrade_democracy_for_the_inter-

net_era

Mcallen, J. (2014, July 29). Get out and vote, Lorde urges youth. 

Stuff.co.nz. New Zealand. Retrieved from http://www.stuff.

co.nz/national/politics/10322334/Get-out-and-vote-Lorde-urges-

youth

M¢ori Television. (2014, August 26). Media Take. Series 1 
Episode 9. Retrieved from http://www.maoritelevision.
com/tv/shows/media-take/S01E009/media-take-series-
1-episode-9

Moore, D. (n.d.). What’s Needed for Civic Engagement. Par-

ticipatory Politics Foundation. Retrieved from http://

www.participatorypolitics.org/whats-needed-for-civic-

engagement/?can_id=ba5ee182d3c0c77b3937a0ab43e71099&s

ource=email-tune-in-tomorrow-for-the-next-big-thing-in-open-

government&referrer=david-moore&email_referrer=tune-in-

tomorrow-for-the-next-big-thing-in-open-government

Mountain Goat Software. (n.d). The product owner. Retrieved 
from http://www.mountaingoatsoftware.com/agile/scrum/
product-owner

mySociety. (n.d.). About mySociety. Retrieved from http://www.

mysociety.org/

New Zealand Electoral Commission. (2013, July). 2014 and 
beyond participation strategy. Retrieved from http://www.
elections.org.nz/sites/default/ϐiles/plain-page/attach-
ments/electoral_commission_2014_participation_strategy.
pdf

New Zealand Electoral Commission. (2014). Valuing Our Vote 

— Democracy under the spotlight. [Media release]. Retrieved 

from http://www.elections.org.nz/voters/participation-2014-and-

beyond/valuing-our-vote-2014-conference/valuing-our-

vote-2014-0

New Zealand Parliament. (2014, September 15). Interna-

tional Day of Democracy – the power of youth. [Media 

release]. Retrieved from http://www.parliament.nz/en-nz/

features/00NZPHomeNews201409151/international-day-of-

democracy- E2 80 93-the-power-of-youth

Nichols, D., & Twidale, M. (2003). The Usability of Open Source 

Software. First Monday, 8(1). Retrieved from http:// rstmon-

day.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/1018

Nielson, J. (1995, January 1). 10 Heuristics for User Interface 

Design. Nielsen Norman Group. Retrieved from http://www.

nngroup.com/articles/ten-usability-heuristics/

Norris, P. (2002). The Bridging and Bonding Role of Online Com-

munities. The Harvard International Journal of Press/Politics, 

7(3), 3–13. doi:10.1177/1081180X0200700301

Norris, P. (2005). Tuned Out Voters? Ethical Perspectives, 9(4), 

200–221.

Norris, P., & Curtice, J. (2006). If you build a political web site, 

will they come? International Journal of Electronic Govern-

ment Research (IJEGR), 2(2), 1–21.

O’Brien, H. L., & Toms, E. G. (2008). What is user engagement? A 

conceptual framework for de ning user engagement with tech-

nology. Journal of the American Society for Information Science 

and Technology, 59(6), 938–955. doi:10.1002/asi.20801

One News. (2014, June 5). What do politicians think you care 

about?. TVNZ. Retrieved from http://tvnz.co.nz/politics-news/

do-politicians-think-you-care-video-5992978

One News. (2014, August 11). Fresh bid to get youth voting in 
election. (n.d.). TVNZ. Retrieved from http://tvnz.co.nz/poli-
tics-news/fresh-bid-get-youth-voting-in-election-6052170

Open NZ Auckland. (2014, April 15). Inaugural Open Government 

Hack Night. Retrieved from http://www.meetup.com/Open-NZ-

Auckland/events/172440632/



58

Open Source Initiative. (n.d.).  The Open Source De nition (Anno-

tated) Retrieved from http://opensource.org/osd-annotated

OpenCongress. (n.d.). Track the latest out of Washington, DC. Re-

trieved from http://www.opencongress.org/

Otago Elections Project. (2014). Vote chat. University of Otago. 

Retrieved from http://elections.ac.nz/projects/votechat/

OurSay. (n.d.). OurSay:The citizens agenda. Retrieved from http://

oursay.org/citizens-agenda

Radio New Zealand. (2014, May 25). Voter turnout expert backs 
compulsory voting. Retrieved from http://www.radionz.co.nz/

audio/player/2597181

Radio New Zealand. (2014, August 24). Mediawatch for 24 August 

2014. Retrieved from http://www.radionz.co.nz/national/pro-

grammes/mediawatch/audio/20146877/mediawatch-for-24-au-

gust-2014

Radio New Zealand. (2014, September 7). Sparking the Youth 
Vote. Retrieved from http://www.radionz.co.nz/national/pro-
grammes/insight/audio/20148525/insight-for-7-september-
2014-sparking-the-youth-vote

Rock the Vote. (2011). Candidate training. Retrieved from http://
www.rockthevote.com/assets/publications/research/2011/
candidate-training.pdf

Rock the Vote. (n.d.). How to Mobilize Young Voters. Retrieved 
from http://www.rockthevote.com/about/about-young-vot-
ers/how-to-mobilize-young-voters/

Sabatini, C., Bevis, G. & Finkel, S. (1998). The impact of civic edu-
cation programs on political participation and democratic at-
titudes. U.S. Agency for International Development Retrieved 
from http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnadm548.pdf

Sanders, D., & Norris, P. (2005). The impact of political advertis-
ing in the 2001 UK general election. Political Research Quar-
terly, 58(4), 525–536.

Sanders, E. B.-N., & Stappers, P. J. (2008). Co-creation and 
the new landscapes of design. CoDesign, 4(1), 5–18. 
doi:10.1080/15710880701875068

Schalin, S. (2014, August 5). What would you ask your candidate? 
Te Waha Nui. Retrieved from http://www.tewahanui.info/in-
dex.php/what-would-you-ask-your-candidate/

Sheerin, C. (2007). Political Ef icacy and Youth Non-Voting. Canter-
bury University. Retrieved from http://webcache.googleuser-
content.com/search?q=cache:http://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/
bitstream/10092/962/1/thesis_fulltext.pdf

Slater, C. (2014, July 8). Healthy, well adjusted young people 
should NOT be interested in politics. Whaleoil Media. Re-
trieved from http://www.whaleoil.co.nz/2014/07/healthy-
well-adjusted-young-people-should-not-be-interested-in-
politics/

Steinburg, T. (2014, Spetember 8). ‘Civic Tech’ has won the 
name-game. But what does it mean? [Blog post]. Retrieved 
from https://www.mysociety.org/2014/09/08/civic-tech-
has-won-the-name-game-but-what-does-it-mean/

Stewart, J. (n.d.). Building APIs, building on APIs. Government 
Digital Service. [Blog post]. Retrieved from https://gds.
blog.gov.uk/2011/09/22/building-apis-building-on-apis/

The OpenGov Foundation (n.d.). Home | The OpenGov Founda-
tion. Retrieved from http://opengovfoundation.org/

TheyWorkForYou.co.nz. (n.d.) Is Aotearoa New Zealand’s Par-
liament working for you  Retrieved from http://theywork-
foryou.co.nz/

Tognazzini, B. (n.d.). First Principles of Interaction Design. 
Retrieved from http://asktog.com/atc/principles-of-inter-
action-design/

TVNZ. (n.d.). New Zealand General Election 2014 — Vote 
Compass. [Interactive online tool]. Retrieved from http://
nz.votecompass.com

UsabilityNet (n.d.). Methods: Af inity diagramming. Retrieved 
from http://www.usabilitynet.org/tools/afϐinity.htm

Vaishnav, C., & Ferreira, P. (2011, September 25). Internet and 
Political Engagement. MIT, Carnegie Mellon University.

Virgin Voter Collective. (2014). Helping voters with their irst 
time. Retrieved from http://virginvotercollective.co.nz/

Vowles, J. (2012). Down, down, down: Turnout in New Zealand 
from 1946 to the 2011 election. In Annual Conference of 
the New Zealand Political Studies Association (Wellington, 
2012). Retrieved from http://www.nzes.org/docs/papers/
nzpsa_2012.pdf

w3. (n.d.). Notes on User Centered Design Process (UCD. Re-
trieved from http://www.w3.org/WAI/redesign/ucd

Whelan, M. (2014, August 11). Election Issues: The environment. 

The Wireless. Retrieved January 30, 2015, from http://thewire-

less.co.nz/themes/election/election-issues-the-environment

WriteToThem. (n.d.). Email your Councillor, MP, MEP, MSP or 
Welsh, NI, London Assembly Member for free. mySociety. 
Retrieved from https://www.writetothem.com/



59

Figure 1: Ask Away beta — Mayoral elections.

Figure 2: Ask Away homepage.

Figure 3: Electoral Commission. 2014. New Zealand General 
Election turnout by voting age population 1981-2011. 
[Graph]. 

Figure 4. The Knight Foundation. 2012. Mapping the civic tech-
nology landscape. [Interactive web visualisation]. Retrieved 
from http://www.knightfoundation.org/features/civictech/

Figure 5. Contextual lenses.

Figure 6. Design Council. 2005. The design process. [Diagram]. 
Retrieved from http://www.thecreativeindustries.co.uk/uk-
creative-overview/news-and-views/view-what-is-design-
and-why-it-matters

Figure 7. IDEO. 2009. The HCD process in Human-centred de-
sign toolkit (p. 11). [Diagram]. Retrieved from http://www.
designkit.org/resources/1/ 

Figure 8. Developers at a ‘hack night’ (coding session).

Figure 9. Vaishnav and Ferreira’s facet’s of Political Engagement. 

Figure 10. User timeline approaching the election.

Figure 11. Grey kitten excited. (n.d.). [Photo]. Retrieved from 
http://stuffpoint.com/cats/image/6443/grey-kitten-excit-
ed-picture/

Figure 12. Alvesgaspar. (2010). Brown tabby cat. [Photo]. Re-
trieved from http://www.paws-and-effect.com/what-color-
is-my-tabby-cat/

Figure 13. Lazy cat bored. (n.d.). [Photo]. Retrieved from 
http://cocdoc.fpt.edu.vn/sites/default/ϐiles/lazy_cat_
bored.jpg

Figure 14. Timid cat. (n.d.). [Photo]. Retrieved from http://
www.birmingham.cats.org.uk/birmingham/feature-pages/
timid-cats-need-homes-too/

Figure 15. Categories grouped by participants.

Figure 16. Generating user stories from the three strategic aims.

Figure 17. The development task list. [Screen capture  from 
Pivotal Tracker].

Figure 18. An early wireframe of the home page. [Screen cap-
ture from Balsamiq (wireframing software)].

Figure 19. Buzzfeed Inspired Exploratory Design.

Figure 20. The Ask Away platform homepage. [Screen capture 
from Askaway.org.nz].

Figure 21. A question expanded to reveal answers. [Screen cap-
ture from Askaway.org.nz].

Figure 22. Bill English’s page (Deputy Prime Minister, Minister 
of Finance and Minister of Infrastructure) on Askaway.org.

nz. [Screen capture]. Retrieved from  https://nzelection.
askaway.org.nz/users/18

Figure 23. Ask Away on mobile. [Screen capture from Askaway.
org.nz].

Figure 24. Detail view of the answers preview on a question. 
[Screen capture from Askaway.org.nz]

Figure 25. Original design of the Candidate’s dashboard

Figure 26. Eyal. 2014. The Hook Model. [Diagram].Retrieved 
from http://genius.com/Nir-eyal-hooked-how-to-build-
habit-forming-products-annotated

Figure 27.  JJ Doom. 2012. [Album cover]. Retrieved from 
http://pitchfork.com/news/47287-listen-jj-doom-guvnor/

Figure 28. Ask Away logo.

Figure 29. Facebook cover photo for Ask Away page. 

Figure 30. A  question from the Heart Foundation on Ask Away. 
[Screen capture]. Retrieved from https://nzelection.aska-
way.org.nz/q/a-staggering-31-of-our-kids-are-overweight-
or-obese-what-measures-will

Figure 31. Jess’s question for the parties. [Screen capture].  Re-
trieved from https://www.facebook.com/askawaynz

Figure 32. Tiki Taane’s questions for the parties. [Screen 
capture from Facebook analytics]. Retrieved from https://
www.facebook.com/askawaynz

Figure 33. The three main user locations.

Figure 34. Number of answers from parties.

Figure 35. Age breakdown of users.

Figure 36. Change in engagement after visiting Ask Away.

Figure 37. Students who became engaged after a one  week 
period.

Figure 38. Media coverage of Ask Away. See Appendix Two for 
full list and sources.

Figure 39. TVNZ. 2014. Campbell Live Feature on On the Fence 
and Ask Away. [Screen capture]. Retrieved from http://
www.3news.co.nz/tvshows/campbelllive/getting-voters-
off-the-fence-2014091622#axzz3QLskcNuU

Figure 40. Diagram to show components of  Open Source code. 

Image List



60

AskThem
Also an open source project, AskThem 
allows the public to petition their elected 
representatives at any level of government. 
It asks for a form of participation that feels 
weightier — signing on to a question, which 
much reach a threshold to be delivered 
to the representative the question is ad-
dressed to.

Appendix One: Precedents

OurSay
OurSay is an Australian platform where 
questions can be put to any public ϐigures 
or groups, including politicians, celebrities, 
councils and companies. Users can vote on 
questions, and the winning questions are 
answered by video stream.

Figure A. AskThem. N.d. AskThem homepage. 

Screen capture from Askthem.io.

Figure B. OurSay. N.d. OurSay homepage. Screen 

capture from Oursay.org.

Figure C. OurSay. N.d. Forums page. Screen cap-

ture from Oursay.org.

Figure D. On the Fence. 2014. On the Fence 

homepage. Screen capture from Onthefence.co.nz.

Figure E. Buzzfeed. N.d. Buzzfeed homepage. 

Screen capture from Buzzfeed.com

Figure F. Reddit. (N.d.). Screen capture from Reddit.

com

Figure G. Reddit. (N.d.). Screen capture from Red-

dit.com/r/IAmA/comments/z1c9z/i_am_barack_ob
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On the Fence
On the Fence “is a fun web tool that edu-
cates and guides you to ϐind a best match 
from New Zealand’s political parties” (On 
the Fence, 2014). It was the partner project 
to Ask Away within the Design & Democracy 
Project, and each site linked to the other. 
Users click through an animated question-
naire and indicate their preferences for 
policy positions. On completion, they are 
given the three parties which most closely 
match their selections. On the Fence was 
extremely successful at attracting young 
voters, with over 100,000 visitors during 
the six weeks prior to polling day.

Buzzfeed

Pop culture website.  See page 26.

Reddit
Reddit is a content sharing site where users 
can up-vote content submitted by others. 
It hosts Ask Me Anything sessions (AMAs) 
which are occasionally used by politicians 
to connect with people online.  Some news 
media adopted this format and hosted Q 
and A sessions in New Zealand in 2014.
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Appendix Three: Timelines

23 yrs, male, Pakeha, Gisbourne*

22 yrs, male, Pakeha, Auckland*

*hometown — all particpants were students in Wellington
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22 yrs, female, Pakeha, Christchurch

24 yrs, male, Pakeha, Lower Hutt
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23 yrs, male, Pakeha, Palmerston North

22 yrs, female, Pakeha, Christchurch
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23 yrs, female, Pakeha, Ngatimoti

24 yrs, female, Pakeha, Napier
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Appendix Four: User testing script

Design Q+A — Visitor

1. User begins on home page
a. What do you think this is?
b. Observe actions
c.  What are these (list of questions)?
d. What do these numbers mean?
e. What can you do on this page? How do 
you do it?
f. Ask them if there is anything that is 
confusing

2. How would you vote for a question?
3. How would you see an answer?

a. What do you expect to see if you click 
more?

4. What else can you do?
a. How would you get back to the home-
page?
5. How would you post your own question?

a. What will you expect to happen after 
you submit your questions? (what will 
you see next, etc.)

6. What content do you want to see? (most 
popular, category, answered)

a. can you ϐind it?
7. Is there anything else you want to do on 
this site? Does it do what you expect it to?

a. What do you want to know in the 
about section?

8. Who do you think this website is for?
9. Show Facebook share of site, see what 
they think

Design Q+A — Candidate

1. Candidate begins in email and clicks link 
to question

a. Observe actions
2. What do you want to do now?
3. Go to home page

a. What are these (list of questions)?
b. What do these numbers mean?
c. What can you do on this page? How do 
you do it?
d. Ask them about if they would change 
anything

4. How would people vote for a question?
5. How would you see an answer?

a. What do you expect to see if you click 
more?

6. What else can you do?
a. How would you get back to the home-
page?

b. Where would you ϐind information about 
your party?
7. How would people post their own ques-
tions?
a. What will you expect to happen after you 
submit your questions? (what will you see 
next, etc.)
8. What content do you want to see? (most 
popular, category, answered)

a. can you ϐind it?
9. Is there anything else you want to do on 
this site? Does it do what you expect it to?

a. What do you want to know in the 
about section?

10. Who do you think this website is for?
11. Show Facebook postFive user testing sessions were carried out 

informally with students in the College of 
Creative Arts. Participants were shown 
the website and asked to think aloud as 
they used it. Some students were asked to 
imagine they were candidates, as it was not 
possible to run sessions with candidates.
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Appendix Five: Research participant demographics

Workshop participants 
 
Gender Timelines Personas Card sort Age Ethnicity Hometown 
F x   23 Pakeha Ngatimoti 
M x   23 Pakeha Palmerston 

North 
F x x x 22 Pakeha Christchurch 
F x   24 Pakeha Napier 
F x   22 Pakeha Christchurch 
M x x x 23 Pakeha Gisbourne 
M x x x 23 Pakeha Auckland 
M  x x 22 Pakeha Lower Hutt 
M   x 24 Pakeha Lower Hutt 
M   x 26 Asian Lower Hutt 
M   X 25 Maori Lower Hutt 
 
 
Survey respondents 
 
Gender Age Ethnicity Hometown 
M 20 Filipino Quezon City 
F 19 Pakeha Tauranga 
F 19 Pakeha New Plymouth 
M 20 NZ/Chinese Johnsonville 
F 19 Pakeha Lower Hutt 
F 20 Pakeha Napier 
M 20 Pakeha Tauranga 
M 19 Pakeha Christchurch 
F 19 Pakeha Marton 
F 21 Pakeha Hamilton 
M 19 Ethiopian Christchurch 
F 19 Pakeha Keri Keri 
F 21 Brazilian Hastings 
 
38% Male, 62% Female 
53% 19 
69% Pakeha 
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Appendix Six: Invitation letter to parties
These authorisations were collected from all nine participating parties.

PO Box 756, Wellington 6140, New Zealand   T  04 801 5799   E creative@massey.ac.nz   http://creative.massey.ac.nz

College of Creative Arts

16 May, 2014 

Tēnā koe Helen, 

We are writing on behalf of Massey University’s newly established Design & Democracy Lab to invite  
you to participate in our initiatives to increase youth voter turnout in this year’s General Election.  
The Design & Democracy Lab is a strategic research unit within Massey University’s College of Creative 
Arts exploring the role that design and design thinking have to play in dealing with social issues. We 
are focused on further developing and launching two concept proven online voter facilitation web 
tools, On the Fence and Ask Away for New Zealand’s General Election.

On the Fence is an accessible non–partisan political values questionnaire that takes the form of an 
online game. Users match their personal views with statements on key policy areas and topics, and 
the web tool guides the user to the parties that are most compatible with their ethos and values. This 
helps those who feel unsure make an informed start to a life of democratic participation. In the five 
days from its launch on 21 November (General Election 26 November) onthefence.co.nz attracted 
33,686 visits with 29,335 unique visitors. 

Ask Away is a question and answer platform encouraging youth to set their own political agenda. Users  
are able to ask questions and up–vote (endorse) the questions of others they believe are important. 
These questions are regularly presented to candidates, allowing them to demonstrate responsiveness 
and commitment to their constituents’ concerns. In the 24 days from its launch on 18 September 
(Local Body Election 12 October) askaway.co.nz attracted 4,231 visits with 2,725 unique visitors.

Both projects closely integrate with social media, as a means of reaching youth and as a mechanism 
to make political conversation visible. This reinforces the social norm of political engagement through 
young people’s social networks and communities. As these initiatives are aimed at facilitating an 
increase in youth voter turnout, there are obvious benefits for parties who engage with these projects. 

The Electoral Commission consider the projects proposed by Massey University’s Design & Democracy 
Lab possess “the potential to positively impact on voter engagement during this election year, 
operating independent of the Commission, but in concert with its ethos and values.”

The Māori Party agreed to participate in On the Fence (2011) and we are seeking to refresh this 
partnership. We are excited about the potential of these projects to impact on voter participation  
this year and believe they will offer valuable means of connecting with young voters. If you would like 
to participate, please sign and return the attached authorisation letters. We would also appreciate the 
chance to meet with you to demostrate these initiatives. These projects are overseen by Karl Kane, 
Lecturer at Massey University College of Creative Arts. If you have any questions please feel free to 
contact him at k.kane@massey.ac.nz.

Kia ora mai,

Kieran Stowers MDes (Distinction)  Meg Howie BDes (Hons)
Junior Research Officer   Master of Design Candidate
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PO Box 756, Wellington 6140, New Zealand   T  04 801 5799   E creative@massey.ac.nz   http://creative.massey.ac.nz

College of Creative Arts

Authorisation of participation
Ask Away

Massey University’s newly established Design & Democracy Lab to invite you to participate in increasing 
youth voter turnout in this year’s General Election — in particular, with a concept proven online voter 
facilitation web tool: Ask Away. 

Ask Away is a question and answer web platform encouraging youth set their own political agenda. 
Users are able to ask questions and up–vote (endorse) the questions of others they believe are 
important. These questions are regularly presented to party candidates, allowing them to demonstrate 
responsiveness and commitment to their constituents’ concerns.

Each day, Ask Away will send the question with the highest number of votes to each party. The question 
will be categorised with a topic (e.g. ‘Housing’) and assigned to the party spokesperson/representative 
responsible for the given topic.  
 
Party representatives will then have an opportunity to provide Ask Away users a concise answer to these 
questions within two days. Representatives are also able to answer additional questions on the site as 
they choose to, by logging into the Ask Away dashboard. Party representatives will also have the option 
to refer questions on to others within their party if they are unable to answer for any reason.  
 
To satisfy Electoral Commission regulations, each party is required to attach authorisation for any 
responses from its representatives with the following statement:

Authorised  By     (Name)   Signed 

  Of              (Address)  Date

Please sign and return this letter by post or email to the Design & 
Democracy Lab, Massey University College of Creative Arts: 
 
Post:  PO Box 756  
  Wellington, 7140 
Scan/Email:  k.stowers@massey.ac.nz 

On behalf of the Māori Party of New Zealand, we agree to 
participate in the Ask Away project as outlined in your letter  
16 May, 2014.

Signed     Date
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Appendix Seven: Invitation email to parties

Kia ora Louisa Wall!

Andrew Burns has invited you to answer questions on behalf of the Labour Party on the website 
Ask Away, and there is a question about community services that needs your answer. If you can 
answer within the next couple of days your answerwill get maximum exposure.

Please login with this unique invitation link:
http://nzelection.askaway.org.nz/invitations/Y7B4Vm66m9xmwowR6-QKYQ

And give a short answer to this question:
Can you provide secure funding of community services and protect their right to 
to provide commentary and advocacy on Government policy?

What is Ask Away? 
Ask Away is a website where Kiwis ask the parties questions during the election, and you can an-
swer them on behalf of yourparty. Ask Away is part of Massey University’s Design and Democracy 
Project, which aims to facilitate youth engagement in the 2014 General Election.

Which questions should you answer? 
You can answer any question you like. Just bear in mind that your party can only give one answer 
to each question, so think about whether you’re the best person from your party to be answering.

We’ll email you if there are really popular questions you need to answer. Depending on how 
many people in your party areanswering questions, you can expect to get one or two reminder 
emails per week. Your party secretary has authorised any content you post to the site. 

If you have any questions, free to email me, meg@askaway.org.nz, or call me with any questions.

Warm regards, 
Meg Howie 
0274418072
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Appendix Eight: Engagement before and after survey

Ask Away Election Survey

1.Name:
Age:
Ethnicity:
Hometown:

2. Is politics interesting?

1  2  3  4
No never Sometimes Often  Always

3. Is politics easy to understand?

1  2  3  4
No never Sometimes Often  Always

4. Do you think voting can make a difference?

1  2  3  4
No never Sometimes Often  Always

5. Have you talked to your friends and/or family about the elections?

1  2  3  4
No never Sometimes Often  Always

6. How likely are you to vote in this election?

1  2  3  4
Not at all Somewhat Quite likely Very likely

7. Do you think politicians care what you have to say?

1  2  3  4
No never Sometimes Often  Always

8. How relevant is this election to you?

1  2  3  4
Not at all Somewhat Quite  Very relevant
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Note: The following questions were only asked on the ‘after’ survey

9. Did you visit the Ask Away site?

• Yes
• No

10. If yes, did you do any of the following?

• Read questions
• Read answers
• Upvote a question
• Ask a question

Any comments/feedback on the Ask Away website?
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Appendix Nine: Before and after survey results

Two point increase (on a scale of  1-5)

One point increase

No change

One point decrease

Two point decrease

 

 

Are politics 
interesting? 

Easy to 
understand? 

Does your 
vote make a 
difference? 

Have you 
talked to 
friends & 
family? 

How likely 
are you to 
vote? 

Do you 
think 
politicians 
care what 
you say? 

Are 
politics 
relevant 
to you? 

Visited 
AA        

1 3 2 4 2 1 2 3 

2 2 1.5 4 3 4 1 1 

3 1 2 2 3 1 1 1 

4 2 1 4 3 2 2 4 

5 2 2 3 2 3 2 2 

6 2 1 2 3 2 2 2 

7 3 2 3 3 4 2 2 

8 2 2 3 4 3 2 4 

9 2 1 2 2 2 1 3 

Didn't 
visit AA        

10 4 3 3 4 2 1 2 

11 1 1 2 3 2 1 2 

12 2 2 2 3 2 1 1 

13 2 1 2 1 2 2 2 

Before: 11 September 2014
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Are politics 
interesting? 

Easy to 
understand? 

Does your 
vote make a 
difference? 

Have you 
talked to 
friends & 
family? 

How likely 
are you to 
vote? 

Do you 
think 
politicians 
care what 
you say? 

Are 
politics 
relevant 
to you? 

Visited 
AA        

1 3 2 4 3 1 4 4 

2 1 1.5 4 4 4 1 1 

3 2 2 2 3 1 1 1 

4 3 2 4 4 4 3 4 

5 3 1 3 3 3 2 2 

6 3 3 2 4 3 2 3 

7 3 2 4 3 4 2 2 

8 2 2 3 4 4 2 4 

9 2 1 3 3 3 1 3 

Didn't 
visit AA       

10 2 2 4 3 4 2 2 

11 1 1 2 4 2 1 2 

12 3 1 3 4 3 2 2 

13 1 1 2 2 2 1 2 

After: 18 September 2014
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Appendix Ten: Participant information sheet

Ask Away

Information Sheet

My name is Meg Howie and I am working on a website that will make it easy for young 
people in New Zealand to ask the candidates questions in the general election. This is my 
Master of Design project at Massey University’s College of Creative Arts.
 
I am doing some research to measure whether using the website has an effect on young 
people’s political engagement. I hope to talk to around twenty 18-24 year olds and am 
offering a small token of my appreciation to thank you for taking part. The purpose of this 
study is to do a before and after comparison using the same questions as the Electoral Com-
mission use in schools to measure attitudes towards elections.

If at any point you wish to withdraw from the study, please email me at howiemeg@gmail.
com and I will delete your data.

Project Procedures
If you’re happy to take part, there is a short survey to do online now about your attitudes 
towards the election. Then we will look at the website, Ask Away, and I will ask you to make 
an account.

In a few days time, I will email you a reminder to have another look at the website, and then 
once more a few days after that. In one week, I will send the follow up survey, which will be 
the same questions as the ϐirst one. At that point, you will be offered the chance to do a fol-
low up interview, but that is entirely optional.

Time: 20 mins altogether

Data Management
I will use the information I gather to evaluate the effectiveness of the website. I will publish 
the summarised ϐindings in my thesis, but not personally identiϐiable data. If you provide 
additional comments I may use quotes with your ϐirst name and age. I may also use data 
and quotes when presenting the work in the future, and in publicity for the website.

All of the data I gather will be kept and stored in my possession. Please email me at howie-
meg@gmail.com if you would like to be sent a summary of the ϐindings.
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Participant’s Rights
 You are under no obligation to accept this invitation. If you decide to participate, you have 
the right to:
decline to answer any particular question;
withdraw from the study at any time;
ask any questions about the study at any time during participation;
provide information on the understanding that your name will not be used unless you give 
permission to the researcher;
be given access to a summary of the project ϐindings when it is concluded.
ask for the recorder to be turned off at any time during the interview.

Project Contacts
Researcher:
Meg Howie
Email: howiemeg@gmail.com

Supervisor:
Karl Kane
Email: k.kane@massey.ac.nz

Please contact either of us if you have any questions or wish to withdraw your information.

“This project has been evaluated by peer review and judged to be low risk. Consequent-
ly, it has not been reviewed by one of the University’s Human Ethics Committees. The 
researcher(s) named above are responsible for the ethical conduct of this research.

If you have any concerns about the conduct of this research that you wish to raise with 
someone other than the researcher(s), please contact Professor John O’Neill, Director, Re-
search Ethics, telephone 06 350 5249, email humanethics@massey.ac.nz”.
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Appendix Eleven: Participant consent sheet

Ask Away

Participant Consent Form

I have read the Information Sheet and have had the details of the study explained to me. My 
questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I understand that I may ask further 
questions at any time.

I agree/do not agree to the interview being sound recorded

I agree/do not agree to the interview being image recorded.

I agree/do not agree to images being published on the project’s website, blog and social 
media.

I agree to participate in this study under the conditions set out in the Information Sheet.

Signature                  ______________________
Date  _____________
Full Name (printed)  ______________________
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Appendix Twelve: Kids Vote survey

KIDS VOTING EVALUATION FORM
- to be completed BEFORE the elections

The aim of Kids Voting is to increase your understanding of, and participation in, electoral and 
democratic process.

To work out whether we are achieving our aim, we need you help.

Please read the questions below and circle the number that most represents how you feel.

NO NEVER SOMETIMES OFTEN YES ALWAYS

1. Is politics 
interesting? 1 2 3 4

2. Are elections 
easy to 
understand? 1 2 3 4

3. Do you 
think voting 
can make a 
difference?

1 2 3 4
4. Have you 

talked to your 
family about 
the elections?

1 2 3 4
5. When you turn 

18 and are 
eligible to vote, 
will you?

1 2 3 4

Please circle below the services you think Parliament delivers:

Libraries Produces dairy 
products Schools Appoints the      

Governor General Collects taxes

Police Hospitals
Provides gas 

& electricity to 
houses

Public transport Rubbish collection

toral and

This is the survey the Electoral Commission uses to judge the effects of its “Kids Vote” programme, 
where children participate in mock elections in schools. Students complete another survey afterwards.
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Appendix Thirteen: Letters from candidates

The Green party strongly supports good civics education and our team really enjoyed 
participating in AskAway during the election period, so we will be very happy to continue 
to participate in an adapted version to be used as a resource for schools to use in civics/
citizenship education. Our political participation rates are far too low and we clearly more 
initiatives to help inform and connect people with their political representatives. I think 
this is a great initiative.

Jan Logie, MP

To Whom It May Concern,
 
As New Zealand First Deputy Leader and  Spokesperson for Communications and IT I was 
nominated by the Board of Directors of New Zealand First to be the Parties policy voice on 
the new initiative “Ask Away”.  This platform proved invaluable over the course of the 2014 
election by allowing New Zealand First, along with other political parties,  to identify the 
issues of concern to the voting public and to put forward, in a concise manner, our answer 
to those concerns.
 
It is widely recognised that to gain traction inside main stream media one often has to cre-
ate a “gottcha point” in order for this to be considered “sexy” enough for reporting.  This 
coupled with the persistence of the “ϐirst past the post — there are only two parties” type 
of reporting means that initiatives such as “Ask Away” are vital to a truly MMP environment.
 
If New Zealand wishes to have a continually evolving representative democracy then it 
will require support for sites such as “Ask Away” through the three year period in between 
elections.  After all politics doesn’t stop between elections so why should the ability to ask 
questions of political parties?
 
I hope that any application for resourcing by the creators of “Ask Away” will be looked upon 
favourably as a method to engage New Zealanders of all ages and demographics in the deci-
sions that affect their lives and their nation.
 
Tracey Martin,
Deputy Leader,
New Zealand First.



81

Appendix Fourteen: Connections

 I found 
erent fields. 
mework for 
s material 
.

ing

Political scienceUser research
User Experience Design

Efficacy

Cost/Benefit
Precedents

Negativity in politics

Frustration with media

Exclusive language

Social pressure User generated content

Cognitive load

Habit formationSocial norms

This diagram shows the connections I 
found between different ϐields of inquiry. 
Design research offers a framework for 
recognising patterns across material drawn 
from different sources.
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Appendix Fifteen: Social media posts



83



84



85



86




